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A TWELVE-STRING LAURA IN THE 
ROUGH 


UNSET and the day’s work done. Early Novem- 

ber in North Carolina. Green pinetops, red 
dogwood berries, crimson black-gums and brown- 
red oaks mingled with shapely cedars. Swift moving 
clouds. Diminishing rain-drops and a purple west. 
A black man emerging pathward into wooded ex- 
panse from a red muddied roadway that had seen 
better days. A slow-moving figure heading in the 
direction of a rough-made laborer’s camp not far 
distant. Silent, a little stooped, a little shabby in 
dress, somewhat shambling in gait, for all appear- 
ances he might have been thinking gloomily of 
himself as some noble Ulysses, who “if it had 
pleased heaven that this poor man had been born 
a king, he would gracefully have filled a throne.” 
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Thus ack Ulysses, turning cempward at even- 
tide ef tke second week of kis employment on a 
new consiruction geng, just returned from his four- 
teenth pilgrimage to the thirty-eighth state of his 
Odyssey. Some time he might sing black laughter 
end yodle am evening er @ morning song but not 
now. Reminiscent of kis many thousands of travel 
males end his picaresgue wanderings, tired from 
the day's work in rain and cold, he will feel in dif- 
ferent mood when ke has been to supper. For his 
eating end drinking, with appetite as of four men, 
are went te lead te swift mirth end changing tem- 
der. Bai now, whketker or not others pity him, 
certeindy Re pities Rimself, as into the quiet of 
edproccking Nedight ke yields forth sudden har- 
monised sigk end song: 


rt PO’ BOY “LONG WAY FROM HOME 

QUT IN THE WIDE WORLD ALONE. 

TM GOOD MAN, JUST AIN'T TREATED RIGHT. 

BAD LUCK IN THE FAMILY SHO’ GOD FELL ON ME, 
TROUBLE, TROUBLE, BEEN HAD IT ALL MY DAYS. 
GOT THE BLUES, TOO DAM” MEAN TO CRY, 


Taken silence egein end on to his shack. Hot sup- 
der af camp, clearing skies, cool winds, joreeing 
comversaiion, smoke of cigarettes, resurging ener- 
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gies and emotions of eventide. Black Ulysses 
speaking and singing. 


an 


jes LEAVIN’ here walkin’ an’ talkin’ to myself 
an’ I won’t be satisfied here and nowhere I 
go. This is more’n twenty times I been back to this 
state and more’n fohty states I been in, bout a 
thousand jobs I worked at, and maybe more’n a 
hundred different camps I worked in. But I ain’t 
been in none beat this. Good Lawd, bad Juck in 
family all stay with me, an’ my heart done struck 
sorry, an’ tears come down like drops o’ rain. 


I done walk till feets gone to rollin’, 
Jes’ lak a wheel, Lawd, jes’ lak a wheel. 


But I got this ole box with me to step on it. This ole 
twelve-string Laura sho’ has been in the rough, but 
she stand by me when my mind’s all troubled like 
water in the deep blue sea. If I be jes’ a little set 
up ’bout enough to be fohty wid de cleaver, good 
Lawd, how I can step on this box. Seem like when 


I gits to goin’ good, pickin’ out my tunes an’ singin’, . 
make me forgit ever’thing, ain’t no time, ain’t no | 


troubles, ain’t nothin’ but myself an’ my feelin’s. 
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Sometimes when I git to playin’ an’ singin’ right, 
seem like always something else better—some other 
place better’n this. Sometimes makes me think 
about all places an’ folks I knows, make me feel bad 
to be long ways from home, got railroad Blues, ain’t 
got no fare. Sometimes make me feel my hell a- 
risin’ an’ I don’t want nobody meddlin’ round 
me an’ my business. Reason I talk ’bout this ole 
Laura in the rough ’cause she been in many a fin- 
ish fight. 


While I been playin’ little while ago, jes’ can’t keep 
from thinkin’ ’bout that big boy called Graveyard 
Kid an’ whut he done las’ Sat’day over at the camp. 
Thought I was bad enough, but he sho’ got me beat. 
Way it was, this nigger’s business was to feed the 
mules. An’ so Sat’day was pay-day an’ it was 
rainin’ an’ pourin’. So this boy he come in from 
the career 0’ mules with his feet all full o’ mud an’ 
manure, an’ his clothes all wet an’ nasty. He don’t 
do nothin’ but go to his shack an’ git in one hand a 
thirty-eight special an’ in other a ortermatic an’ 
jump up on that table while about fohty of us boys 
was eatin’ supper an’ go trompin’ down the middle 
of it, steppin’ in beans an’ bread, an’ every other 
kind o’ food his big feet hit. He says to us, “Now, 
boys, any of you don’t like this don’t have to take 


[4] 


A Twelve-Siring Laura in the Rough 


it, "cause it ain’t no doctor’s ’scription. Nobody 
got to take it. If anybody meaner than I is don’t 
like it, jes’ let me know.” 


An’ nobody never open his mouth. 


Next thing that nigger do, he walked straight over 
to the office where nobody ‘lowed to go in, goes in 
there an’ says to clerk he’s short two hours for that 
week, an’ say they goin’ to give him that money 
or give up their lives. Well, cos’n they don’t know 
nothin’ ’bout that, but they hands him out his 
money. He comes trompin’ back in where us boys 
was eatin’ an’ says, “Well, boys, hope you git on 
well till I sees you again.” 


That Graveyard Kid come into camp a few weeks 
ago across fiel’ from swamp. He goes out same 
way. Nobody knows where he come from an’ no- 
body knows where he went. 


Sometimes seem like boys in camp jes’ ain’t civil- 
ized. Folks say they do anything, an’ I guess some 
time they do. Fellow can’t hardly git nothin’ to eat 
less’n he fights for it. Got to fight if he eats, got 
to die if he don’t eat. Cook won’t help nobody. 
Boys come runnin’ in, scramblin’, all tryin’ to set 
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down at one time. Ain’t washed hands, all dirty 
in room, hollerin’ an’ talkin’. 


“All right, dam you, bring on them flamdonies an’ 
beans an’ bread an’ slop.” 

“Hell, give me that place.” 

“This is my place, dam yo’ soul, give it to me.” 
“Well, no use jawing on me like that.” 

“Well, you don’t have to take it.” 

“Hey, you black-skinned cook, bring on that stuff, 
git it on the fly.” 

“Say, cook, these niggers don’t leave me nothin’ 
at all.” 

“Well, you ain’t my child. If you was my child, I'd 
have you in school. If you think you are a man, 
take a man’s job, don’t be whining around here.” 
“Say, ole buddy, don’t be slidin’ ’gainst me.” 
“Well, you don’t have to take it if you don’t want 
to.” 

“Git off my feet, dam you.” 

“Put yo’ feet in yo’ pocket.” 

“Well, you don’t have to speak to me like that.” 
“Well, I spoke to yo’ ole mammy that way las’ 
night I stayed with her, an’ she didn’t mind it.” 
“What in hell you talkin’ bout my ole mammy fer; 
T’ll git yo’ if las’ thing I do, you watch out fer me 
you dam’ son of a gun.” 
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An’ so they goes on till timid fellow don’t have no 
show. Cos’n I ain’t so timid; but some new boys 
jes’ come into camp I feels mighty sorry fer. One 
big black boy try to skeer ’em all off. Cook say 
he et sixty-fo’ biscuits, whole big pan full, an’ swear 
he shoot up camp if they don’t give him mo’. Bad 
hustlers sho’ do joree other boys; call ’em all sorts 
funny names. Ole Bull Pen Shorty, sort 0’ outlaw 
wanderer, holler at little black boy, “Hey, you, 
Dusty, yo’ so dam’ low down, yo’ feet joints so low 
to groun’ if you go up-town, git dust all over yo’ 
face.” 


Howsomever, we have some mighty fine boys, al- 
ways keepin’ us laughin’ an’ some o’ the biggest 
liars in the worl’. Snowball one o’ them black boys 
ev’ybody like, cap’n an’ all. Call him Snowball 
’cause he so dam black. But he sholy white inside. 
Lightfoot Bennie sho’ is feather-footed when he 
ain’t called on to stir hisself to work. He sho’ is 
dancin’ boy, pickin’ up his feet like it ain’t no work. 
Then other boys like Pick Handle Slim, Aspasian 
Midnight, Fat Headed Geech, Big Headed White 
Britches, an’ Big Eatin’ Jo, all singin’ weary Blues 
an’ cuttin’ capers, when they ain’t workin’ or 
shootin’ craps or somepin’ else. An’ Ole Shack- 
rouster Red say sometimes when he go ’bout callin’ 
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the boys to wake ’em up he seen chief have near 
’bout roomful o’ pistols, all sorts an’ kinds, had 
taken away from boys in camp. 


I seen a lot o’ black boys an’ girls in my day since 
I lef? home goin’ on thirteen years old. I started 
travelin’ when I was thirteen years old, an’ now 
Ill be thirty-two this coming August, the twenty- 
sixth. I would work for folks an’ sometimes I 
wouldn’t like it an’ sometimes they wouldn’t treat 
me right, an’ so I would move on. Take me till 
to-morrow night an’ ’bout a dozen books to tell 
about all jobs I worked at an’ all places I been. 
I never stays in one place mo’ ’n four weeks, least- 
wise never mo’ ’n five. Long lonesome road I been 
down. After workin’ at all sorts o’ little jobs with 
my father an’ then my mother an’ grandmother, 
I started out, an’ since then I done most everything 
anybody ever do. 


I been helper in maloominum plant, stirrin’ pots at 
Bessemer, janitor for mayor of two towns, factory 
hand, porter an’ butler on railroad, an’ wipin’ up 
engines of Great Northwestern railroad. I been 
waiter in hotels an’ restaurants. I sold papers in 
mo’ ’n one town. I worked as helper for carpen- 
ters an’ layin’ brick for masons. I worked in store 
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brushin’ furniture, worked in packin’-house, an’ in 
engine-house. I been in government camp an’ in 
Ford factory. I plowed hard-tail mule, cut wood 
to fire log engine, an’ worked on green ends 0’ 
rollin’ lumber. I worked as harves’ han’ out Wes’. 
I been driver of teams, pick an’ shovel man, worker 
in concrete, an’ laborer in log camp an’ hard roads. 
I worked on railroad gangs, an’ sho’ could drive 
steel for section boss. I worked keepin’ yards an’ 
mowin’ lawns, white-washin’ fences, an’ paintin’ 
houses. I been yard an’ house butler for white 
folks, traveled with white man, an’ I been bootleg- 
ger, too. I worked in show, an’ traveled over into 
Canada. I was hand on Mississippi Delta job, 
boatin’ on Mississippi River an’ on lake, diggin’ in 
coal mine, an’ workin’ in steel foundry. I pressed 
clothes, helped in print-shop, an’ seem like ’bout 
hundred mo’ jobs which I try to tell ’bout later. 
An’ been times I run up ’gainst the law. But mos’ 
times all dirt I ever done I been lucky enough to 
git off. 


Sometimes I works an’ sometimes I don’t. ’Long 
with work or travelin’, I plays my box an’ sings 
my Blues an’ gits folks to help me out when I need 
’em, mo’ specially good-lookin’ womens. 
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I ain’t no good-lookin’ man, 

My teeth don’t shine like pearls, 
But this nice disposition 

Take me on through this worl’. 


Funny how I can’t stay no place long. Always 
some other place better, some other work easier. 
Somebody thinkin’ bout me, road callin’ me on. 
When I come to new place I works while or maybe 
I hustles, an’ then, lawd, Dll row here few days 
longer then I’ll be gone. Don’t stay long in states 


) like Georgia and Mississippi. Folks in them states 
\ mighty ruffish an’ don’t give man no chance. 


| Seems like they ain’t civilized, leastwise like they 


~ ought to be. 


I had some hard times in Louisiana an’ Florida on 
sawmill an’ roads. In Alabama, Iowa, Tennessee, 
West Virginia an’ Pennsylvania I worked in mines. 
I worked on boats in Louisiana, Mississippi, Mis- 
souri, Baltimore an’ New Haven. I had a little 
money an’ so jes’ had good time in Texas, Wyom- 
ing, Arizona an’ Richmond. Had sister in Spring- 
field an’ ’nuther one in St. Louis an’ stayed there 
while, sometimes workin’, sometimes loafin’. 


Had all sorts 0’ other jobs in Arkansas, Illinois, 
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Nebraska, Michigan, Kansas, North Carolina, Ari- 
zona, South Carolina, Virginia, New York, Wash- 
ington, Ohio, New Jersey, Wisconsin, Connecticut, 
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, North Dakota an’ 
South Dakota. An’ I worked in war camp in both 
South an’ North, an’ went little while overseas on 
boat with the boys in the war. Went up in Canada 
sometimes workin’ across on boat an’ jobs with 
show, an’ since war been down across Mexico line 
some. I can get plenty of trouble down there. You 
ought to see me turnin’ round when Mexican girl 
throw dagger at me. I been in ’bout fohty states, 
but I ’spects to go in all of ’em yet. I got one friend, 
fellow I tell you ’bout later, maybe been in mo’ 
states than I has, but he turn to Pullman porter an’ 
don’t see much life like I do. 


I been in heap o’ towns. Take me till to-morrow 
night to count ’em. Can’t name ’em. Been in 
Norfolk ’bout hundred times. Been in St. Louis 
an’ Chicago an’ got stuck up, an’ eve’y time I go to 
them towns, I’m leavin’ an’ ain’t comin’ back. New 
O’leans bes’ place, feller find most kindest folks. 
Mos’ freest-hearted womens. Hoboed through 
Birmingham two times, an’ one time stayed while 
in steel works. Stayed while in Atlanta but soon 
comin’ ’way from there. Always goin’ back to 
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Philadelphia. Had hard time in New York. Mem- 
phis, Tennessee, good place if feller knows how to 
git "long. Been out to Los Angeles but never did 
go back. Work my way back to Detroit an’ Ken- 
tucky an’ Virginia and come back home. Take me 
till to-morrow night to tell ’bout all towns I been 
in. Good lawd, can’t count ’em. 


I seen lots o’ gamblers in my day. But sho’ is fact, 
worst gambler I ever seen in all my time was big 
black nigger called Shine, carryin’ black cat bones 
in his pocket. Seen him clean up whole camp here 
las’ week. Mighty bad gamblers in these camps, 
but I ain’t seen none so finish as this black boy. 


Some 0’ these boys carry extra dice an’ crooked dice 
so they can’t lose no way they throw ’em, an’ they 
have all sorts of hands to give ’em luck. Rabbit 
feet they carry a plenty. Some of ’em go to witch- 
crafters an’ git baby hands an’ carry ’em in their 
pockets, an’ some of ’em carry scorpion heads, an’ 
snake skins, and buckeyes, an’ other sich things, but 
/ man carryin’ black cat bones in his pocket can’t 
PiTOse. 


Sho’ is a fact if you stand test of black cat you can’t 
lose. You take black cat an’ put in a wash pot full 
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o’ cold water, build fire round pot an’ set on top of 
lid while hot water boil all meat off cat. Then, you 
take bones to stream runnin’ eas’ an’ wes’ an’ throw 
bones in runnin’ stream. Actual fact, one of these 
bones goin’ to swim against stream. You take that 
bone an’ put it in yo’ pocket, then you take yo’ 
right hand an’ set right foot in palm of right hand 
an’ put left hand on top of yo’ head an’ swear by all 
the gods that made you that what is between yo’ 
two hands belong to the devil. An’ that will raise 
a storm an’ devil will appear to you in some form, 
such as cow or horse, or tree, or hisself. But you 
stay till all storm has ceasted an’ then anything you 
want to do youcando. ’Nuther thing, reason nig- 
ger carrin’ black cat bones is so mean, he knows 
he done sold his soul to the devil an’ he have to 
stick it out, an’ all the pleasure he gits he must git 
out of this life. 


Well, las’ Sat’day evening one of these fellows with 
black cat bones come to camp an’ had big red dice, 
ponies with white spots on em. He didn’t have no 
little pee-wee dice foolin’ round with him. This 
fellow Shine was black as ace of spades. Well, he 
didn’t have nothin’ with him ’cept his ponies, an’ 
so he borrowed two cents from a little boy driver 
an’ in a little while won fifty cents. 
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So he come on over to the big game, an’ so some- 
body faded him for fifty cents, an’ he won with a 
lick an’ picked up his dice and say, ‘“‘Les’ shoot the 
whole dollar.” An’ so he played that an’ won, an’ 
made another pass an’ hit ’em a lick an’ throwed 
seven. An’ so he said, “‘Les’ shoot the four,” an’ 
made another lick. An’ then he say, ‘‘Les’ shoot 
this whole dam’ eight,” when a fellow faded him 
with twelve. An’ so he kept shootin’ the whole 
works until he was ready to leave with one hundred 
and forty-two dollars. An’ so he come over walk- 
ing big an’ give little boy fifty cents. An’ so he 
rattled the black cat bones in his pocket an’ left 
that camp singing like make cold chills run over 
you. 


Done sold my soul 

Done sold it to the devil 

An’ my heart’s done turned back to stone 
I’m goin’ back home 

An’ knock on my mama’s do’ 

No sign I’m dead 

Just ain’t coming back here no more. 


[14] 
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II 
REMEMBERING FIRST THINGS 


OwN and village homes of the Southern Negro. 

Parents and children in the hard way of life. 
Children disciplined, consciously and unconscious- 
ly, in the strenuous give and take of the Southern 
order. Survival values of hard work, required def- 
erence and obedience, unheeded admonitions, ir- 
regularity of food, sleep, work, play and school. A 
people peculiarly separate from the white folk at 
home and school and church. Strikingly close to 
the white man and keen observers of his life, man- 
ners and morals at his work and play. At once 
servants and critics, imitators and molders of the 
white man’s destiny. Paradox of light-hearted, jo- 
vial good nature and humor, with silent, morose, 
ill-natured and sullen tempers and moods. A dis- 
pensation of hard work and economy of the world’s 
goods alongside shiftlessness and undisciplined 
wastefulness in the chief modes of life. Broken 
homes and family disorganization, open strife and 
struggle, wasted energies and resources in men, 
women and children. Nature folk in an uneven 
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struggle for survival and development. Black 
Ulysses himself, the child, an every-day example of 
millions of his kinsfolk at the turn of the twentieth 
century and after. 


NE o’ the first things I recollect was beatin’ 

my mother give me one night, day I come 
home from school after fightin’ with boys an’ girls 
both mornin’ and evenin’. I tried to do eve’ything 
I could to make her forgit it, but she keep sayin’, 
“T git to you in little while.”” An’ so I stayed up till 
*bout “leven ’clock that night, I reckon. An’ when 
I started to bed she sent out to git switch. So she 
say she ain’t mad but she goin’ to whip me ’cause 
she love me. An’ so she made me take off my top 
shirt an’ undershirt, an’ say, “If you furnish skin 
to do mischief, you can furnish skin for lickin’.” 


And so my mother whip me seem like ’bout half- 
hour, but I guess not long as seem. Then she give 
me a good-by lick worst of all an’ make me kiss her 
good night. But worst part of it was she had way 
with her, sayin’ she wanted me to be good boy an’ 
grow up a fine citizen an’ how bad she feel ’cause 
I was raisin’ devil roun’ in general. Then she talk 
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to me sweet an’ nice an’ that make me feel mighty 
bad, worse’n beatin’. 


Then the ole man he worse’n mama. He come in 
an’ holler at me an’ want to know whut I been 
doin’. *Bout that time he was mighty sweet on 
mama, an’ he say he gonna give me another beatin’ 
fer what I done. An’ he heap rougher’n anybody I 
ever seen. He had a special way with him, too, 
different from mama. When he was goin’ to give 
me a lickin’ he would bring home candy or some- 
thing else he know I like. Then I would know I was 
goin’ to git a good beatin’ an’ I begin to cry. I was 
*fraid to backjaw, but I’d git so mad I say to my- 
self then I gonna run off soon as I git big enough. 


I had brother used to git mo’ beatin’s than I did. 
He would always go off mutterin’ and murmerin’ 
back, an’ I seen my father beat him nearly to death, 
sayin’, “Boy, I kill you. You got to stop that mut- 
terin’.”” But he never could make him stop. Some 
chillun that way, always mutterin’ back, and some 
feel mighty low an’ cry an’ cry ’bout it. I wasn’t 
neither. I got whippin’s ’cause I couldn’t help it, 
but never did cramp my feelin’. 


Some 0’ worst lickin’s I ever got ’cause I go laughin’ 
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at other chilluns when they git lickin’, an’ sometime 
every one us chilluns git lickin’ in less’n hour. Worst 
lickin’ I ever got though, I reckon, was one day 
when papa tole me to go after cows in a hurry an’ 
I wouldn’t run. An’ so he taken out barrel stave 
an’ wo’ me out with it. Ole man sho’ did patch our 
britches fer us and pull our mutton. Sometime he 
say he gonna kill us, sometime he call us nasty little 
rascals, sometimes he say he goin’ beat our black 
hides off’n us, an’ the Lawd knows whut names he 
did call us. An’ he was all time mighty mean to us 
boys when we got older till day mama had to put 
him on coolin’ board like I’m tellin’ you ’bout later. 
Still mama say some folks beat chilluns mo’ an’ 
worse than they do. 


One beatin’ I got, never did forgit. Like I’m tellin’ 
bout I was biggish boy, little meaner an’ mo’ mis- 
chievous than other chilluns. Mo’ stubborn an’ 
hard-headed but git over my troubles quicker. 
Well, didn’t git over this beatin’. Way it was, 
mama had heap pear perserves put up for winter, 
some for white folks an’ some she keep. I jes’ 
keep gittin’ in pantry an’ eatin’ an’ messin’ ’em up. 
So she couldn’t do nothin’ with me, so one day she 
takes big switch an’ say she gonna cure me eatin’ 
her stuff. So she sets out big jar full o’ perserves, 
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*bout gallon. She tells me to go to eatin’ an’ eve’y 
time I stop she hit me lick an’ I start eatin’, an’ 
eve’y time I stop she hit me again. She say she 
boun’ to make me good boy an’ so she make me eat 
till I was so sick I can’t never stand see sight 0’ 
pear perserves. Sho’ was a beatin’ I got, sweet lak 
molasses, sticky lak tar. 


But mama was mighty good to us sometimes. She 
sho’ had fine ideas ’bout us, an’ she was mos’ in- 
dustrious lady I ever seen. One time I fell in fire- 
place an’ got burnt like this big scar ’cross my 
stomach show now. Way it was, in them days we 
cooked on fireplace mo’ ’n we do now, and mama 
lef’ pan on fire with gravy init. An’ so I fell in fire 
tryin’ to sop pan out, an’ I been hurt lots 0’ ways 
since then but I remember that best I reckon. Well, 
mama was mighty good to me till I got over that 
and when I was sick, too. Used to hurt her mighty 
bad when some o’ the chilluns git sick an’ die, seem 
like she didn’t know what to do and she carry on 
mighty bad. We had two little sisters an’ two 
brothers die befo’ they ever got big enough to be 
named, didn’t know what was matter with ’em. 


Mama, she cried all night long, 
Oh, mama she cried all night long. 
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Well, she wiped tears all off, 
Sayin’ son, she won't cry no mo’. 


Mama try to git us to do our best in school and 
dress us up bes’ she could, but she had mighty hard 
time with us chilluns an’ the ole man. She was a 
good fighter, too, an’ sho’ could hol’ her own with 
him. Mighty hard fer her to have to work out for 
white folks an’ make livin’ in daytime, take keer 
us chilluns an’ then come home an’ quarrel an’ 
fight with the ole man. Time come when she 
couldn’t stan’ it no longer, an’ law sho’ was right 
sidin’ wid her. Then we went an’ lived with my 
grandparents an’ maybe she had little better time, 
but us chilluns always kept her goin’, I bein’ nex’ to 
younges’ an’ maybe ’bout worst one. 


I remember some things ’bout goin’ to school but 
don’t know how I come to learn to read and write. 
I can read some and I can write if I don’t have to 
spell words right an’ make all different letters, you 
know too good. We used to go to school, little 
crowds of us boys an’ girls in different neighbor- 
hoods, but take lot 0’ time for us to come an’ go. 
Like I mentioned jus’ now we used to fight an’ play 
‘long road a heap. One crowd called Over-the- 
Branch boys an’ girls, an’ we called ourselves the 
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Hill-side gang, an’ we used to have some awful 
fights. 


One day I took an’ stole big pistol from my brother 
an’ it was loaded, an’ I took it to school playin’ des- 
perado an’ shootin’ at folks’ feet. Seem like I 
boun’ to be into sumpin’ dirty. Used to git lot a 
lickin’s for writin’ notes to girls an’ gittin’ in all 
sorts trouble. One girl named Ora on Over-the- 
Branch side sho’ did give me the finish though. 
Never went to but two schools and stay few weeks 
at both there. Sho’ had some good teachers, don’t 
see how they put up with us an’ how they learned 
us anything. I lef’ school for good befo’ I was 
twelve years old. 


One thing I remember was one day when we all of 
us was singin’ songs ’bout heaven an’ the angels, 
one little feller set there with tears runnin’ down 
his face. We was singin’ an’ pattin’ our feet. Some- 
times we would sing ‘‘When I git to Heaven gonna 
see my mother,” sometimes we would say my sister, 
my brother, my uncle, an’ sometimes my father. 
One verse sing like this: 


Meet my father when I git home, 
Meet my father when I git home, 
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Shake glad hands when I git home, 
Shake glad hands when I git home. 


Well, this little colored boy was white as white 
man. 


That makes me think of ’nuther time I never for- 
git. One day I went with my father down to rail- 
road station depot Sunday evenin’ to see folks 
comin’ in an’ goin’ off. Was heap o’ folks down 
there both colored an’ white, but most colored, but 
whut I’m tellin’ you ’bout was a white man an’ his 
little boy. Funny how I notice so many things an’ 
I always see mos’ things goin’ on. Well lot o’ these 
colored folks down there, talkin’ an’ jawin’ an’ 
laughin’ an’ tellin’ folks good-by. Seems like we 
have good time at railroad station. All sorts o’ 
folks, home folks and strangers mixing and ming- 
ling. You ought to see ’em dress, both men and 
womens, greens and reds and browns and blacks, 
and every other color anybody ever see. Every- 
body know everybody else, and everybody mighty 
important. 


Then train come a-blowin’ and everybody rush out 

and such a noise, and everybody laughin’ and hav- 

in’ a good time. Well, whut I was gonna tell you 
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‘bout was white man gittin’ off train an’ his little 
boy run up an’ throw his arms roun’ his neck an’ 
holler, ‘Hello, daddy.”” An’ my father he laughed, 
“‘He-hee-hee, if I go up and say ‘hello, daddy’ to my 
pa, folks lynch me.” 


I was darker than my father, an’ mama she was 
darker than me. Her papa an’ mama both black 
folks from days of slavery, but my papa’s folks we 
don’t know nothin’ ’bout. His mother died when 
he was small boy, an’ he was raised up by kinfolks 
an’ had hard time, maybe reason he was so mean 
an’ ruffish. An’ jes’ lak he said he don’t say noth- 
in’ ’bout his daddy, might be he got some meanness 
from him an’ mixed blood. 


I was sort o’ high brown boy myself, an’ little big- 
ger an’ badder than mos’ chilluns. I was pretty 
good fighter and noisest rascal anybody ever see. 
Sometimes folks git outdone with me. But [ al- 
ways keep in good feelin’s, makin’ ’em laugh with 
my cut-ups and jokes. Always chunkin’ rocks at 
chickens an’ cats an’ brothers an’ sisters when ought 
to be workin’. I was pretty smart an’ lazy, too. I 
remember when I was small, folks from North used 
to say what a handsome boy I was. Sometimes 
they say I was beautiful child an’ so bright. An’ 
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white folks at home used to give me money an’ 
make me do funny things, an’ eve’ybody seem to 
like me, same as they still do most of the time. I 
can take keer myself with both colored and white 
mos’ generally. 


One o’ the worst beatin’s I ever got though was 
when my mother whip me for playin’ with little 
white girl. Then she say, ‘Now, you little black 
brat, if I ever ketch you at that again, I’ll sho’ beat 
the life out o’ you.” But that night she give me 
better supper than other chilluns, and look like she 
sorry she have to whip me so much. An’ when she 
send me off to bed she say I’m a fine boy. 


Was ten of us chillun born in the family from be- 
ginning. I already mention two little brothers an’ 
two little sisters died when babies. I was third 
from youngest. One older brother died with pneu- 
monia or somethin’ one Chris’mus when he fell in 
creek an’ walk all way home cold an’ wet. One 
brother traveled roun’ good deal but not half much 
as I have. He’s in New Orleans now I think, or 
leastwise was las’ time I heard of him. ’Nuther 
brother is in New York City, an’ one mairied sister 
in St. Louis. One brother is workin’ as brick mason 
at home, an’ one brother we don’t know where he is. 
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One brother started out travelin’ like I did an’ got 
in with white man who took likin’ to him an’ helped 
him long. Went to Washington an’ work for the 
man while an’ studied civil service, then studied 
druggist trade while. Then he come to be sort 0’ 
travelin’ pharmacist. He would go to a town an’ 
while lookin’ fer place to start business would work 
at ’most anything he could do, porter, cook, loadin’, 
repairin’ an’ even pickin’ an’ shovelin’. Hard time 
to get set up in business an’ then wouldn’t las’ long. 
He traveled roun’ good deal—Cincinnati, Detroit, 
New York, Miami. Then he took tailorin’ under 
Russian Jew few weeks an’ could git job that way, 
then learned little bout printin’. Then he was 
porter on train an’ in railroad station. He always 
say he rather work at anythin’ than be hungry an’ 
used to hear him say, ‘‘When I’m in Rome I’m 
Roman.” Las’ time I heard of him he was in L. 
& N. station as porter in New Orleans an’ Lawd 
knows where he be nex’. That boy nearly bad 
travelin’ man as I is, ’scusin’ he mo’ elegant-like and 
dresses up an’ better-lookin’ than I is. 


One good thing my father taught me in early years 

while he was workin’ better, an’ befo’ he got so no- 

’count. We used to live in colored section but had 

cow an’ pigs an’ garden, an’ papa was brick mason 
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an’ made good money. He was fas’ workin’ man 
when he wanted to work an’ he sho’ tanned our 
skins if we didn’t move when he told us. We was 
skeered of him an’ when he git bad we scoot under 
bed an’ behin’ door like skeered rabbits. When 
he was makin’ good money he would give some to 
mama an’ tell her how she got treat him like some- 
body. 


But what I was ’bout to say was I recollect thing 
he told us. He would say that what anybody else 
do an’ you see it you can do. When he git mad he 
would say don’t git crazy on no job—dquit, no use 
stayin’ on one thing if you can’t git best of it. I 
guess I follow his instruction eve’y since I growed, 
leastwise I sho’ ain’t never crazy on no one job. 
*Nuther thing I recollect bout him, he was always 
skeered somebody goin’ bother him an’ he lock his 
doors an’ bolt ’em an’ always seem ready jump. 
Maybe he done some meanness ’fo’ he come to our 
town an’ take to settin’ up to mama. Leastwise he 
was always skeered, an’ us chillun always skeered. 


Seem like I taken after him this way. I been ’bout 

like I’m tellin’ you heap, an’ I been in lots o’ finish 

fights an’ in daytime wid other boys I ain’t seem 

skeered o’ nothin’. But nighttime if I be by my- 
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self, good Lawd, seem like I skeered of eve’ything— 
white folks, niggers, policemens, ha’nts, speerits. I 
bars my do’, nails my windows down if I ever stay 
place long enough, covers up my head, leave my 
feet freezin’. Good lawd-God-a-mighty, I don’t 
know whut’s matter—but always skeered, always 
movin’ on, always sumpin’ else better, always 
sumpin’ else wuss. 


After we move to my mama’s folks’ house, grand- 
parents give us little mo’ time to play, mama bein’ 
out on job with white folks. Like Ill be tellin’ you 
*bout the sweet old songs they would sing an’ stories 
they would tell, so we used to learn lot 0’ songs an’ 
games an’ rhymes an’ riddles, an’ we could joree 
boys an’ girls bout as bad as we do now. That’s 
one reason I know so many songs an’ riddles to 
this day. I think I knowed most of any of chillun, 
could set down an’ sing ’bout fifty without stoppin’, 
an’ could make ’em up, funny ones sometimes. 


I was tellin’ bout white folks likin’ me an’ when 

they would give me dime or nickel an’ git me start- 

ed couldn’t scarcely stop me. Then we used to 

play an’ sing wid ourselves an’ other chillun. Rec- 

ollect one time we would run down ’cross branch 

an’ over to little jail house an’ play roun’ ground. 
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One fellow in jail would help us play hide-an’-seek 
—big black fellow wid teeth like pearls an’ could 
laugh loud so could hear him ’bout mile. Well, he 
would call numbers an’ tell us when to run fer home 
whilst we play hide-an’-seek. Never did git tired, 
an’ he watch fer us boys come back an’ when he 
lef? we was sorry. Never did know whut become 
of him. 


Sometimes we play marbles over nex’ white folks 
part o’ town, white boys playin’ in one end street, 
colored boys in other. Sometimes they come over 
an’ watch us, an’ sometimes we go over an’ watch 
them. One time I thought I would git beatin’ by 
white man. I was over helpin’ wash buggy off late 
in evenin’ an’ singin’ ‘Goin’ where I ain’t never 
been befo’.”” White man come ‘long an’ say, “Boy, 
where that you goin’ you ain’t never been befo’?” 
An’ I say, “Dat’s to hell, Cap’n.” Still he jes’ laugh 
an’ walk on. 


We would git mighty rough an’ rowdy when crowd 
of us git together jawin’ an’ joreein’ one another. 
One say sumpin’ an’ other try to beat it an’ so we 
keep on till we ’bout die laughin’ an’ sometimes end 
up in great fight, scratchin’ an’ clawin’ an’ hollerin’. 
But mos’ time we don’t mean nothin’ joreein’. No 
end to it look like. 
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Say, ole nigger, yo’ face look lak po’ man’s dinner 
wrapped up in dish rag. 
Well, you look lak mushmellon in slop bucket. 
Yo’ face look lak a coffee-pot, yo’ mouth look lak 
the spout, yo’ nose look lak the fireplace wid de 
ashes pokin’ out. 
Yo’ feet look lak burnt pine poles. 
Yo’s look lak tarpin on dry lan’. 
Go on, nigger, yo’ feets ain’t mates, you don’t love 
yo’ Jesus. 
Huh, I see yo’ feet mile round corner ’fo’ I see you. 
Yo’ feets look lak stalled ship on dry lan’. 
Yo’ eyes look lak two burnt holes in a blanket. 
Yo’s look lak dime wid a hole through it. 
You too cheap to buy a mus’rat smokin’ jacket. 
You’s a cheap screw—don’t eat nothin’ but beef 
stew. 
Yo’s head’s so nappy it stop ever clock from runnin’. 
Say, ole nigger, if I was to cut off yo’ hair an’ put 
it in bottle, it rattle lak shots. 
You needn’t be talkin’, you ain’t got ’nuf hair on 
yo’ head to wad er musket. 
Gwa’n, nigger, you ain’t got no sense; if I was to 
ketch hold o’ one stran’ o’ yo’ hair an’ pull, I’d 
ravel yo’ whole brains out. 
Say, ole darky, don’t be tryin’ to size me up; I 
don’t weigh no ton. 
Wait till I come back an’ Ill fix you. 
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Huh, wait broke a bridge down once, an’ if I watt 
you might break me down. 

You look lak fifteen cents in copper—a whole heap 
an’ ain’t nothin’ neither. 


We had lots o’ fun playin’ riddles an’ sayin’ funny 
sayin’s an’ rhymes. So many can’t count ’em. 
Remember lots of ’em an’ sometimes use ’em now. 
Rhymes an’ verses we knowed a heap. Ones we 
likes mos’ was ones had funny jingles to ’em, like: 


Smoked dat seegar, smoked dat pipe, 
I can kiss a yaller gal ten times a night. 


Had little mule, fed ’im on corn, 
Hist his tail an’ blow his horn. 


When I was a little boy 

My mother sent me to school; 

Old enough to learn de golden rule ; 
Ev’y evenin’ school turn out. 


Hear the white-folks y-e-o-w ; 
Mene?mene-maene-mo-nig-nig-meane-mo 
Ketch dat nigger by de toe, 
Ef he holler let him go, 
’Cause a nigger never die. 

[32] 


5B) 


Remembering First Things 


Riddles lots o’ fun an’ we knowed hundreds of ’em, 
some with rhymes an’ some just askin’ one question 
after ’nuther one: 


Black lak fire coal, sticky lak tar, 
Sweet ole gold. 


Crooked lak rainbow, teeth lak cat, 
Guess all yo’ life an’ you won't guess dat. 


Round as biscuit, deep as cup, 
All king’s hosses can’t pull tt up. 


Milk was “all over fiel’ in daytime an’ set on shelf 
at night,” an’ cow was “two lookers, two crookers, 
fo’ stiffstanders an’ a flyflooker.” A coffin was: 


Mary Mack all dressed in black, 
Silver buttons all down her back. 


Some of questions we would ask make us study 
hard an’ laugh big when we learn answer. 


What makes men go to bed? 
What makes ’em stamp woman’s head on ev’y dol- 
lar? 
What makes mo’ fuss than pig under tree? 
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What makes train so much lak nigger? 

What makes nigger baldheaded? 

What’s fastes’ train nigger ever rode on? 

Well, what makes you so strong, little runt? 
’Cause I’m little but I’m loud, I’m po’ but I’m 
proud, I’m one o’ the old blue hen’s chickens, flut- 
tered ninety-nine times an’ never lost a feather. 


Some of most favorite questions was songs "bout 
animals, an’ we keep makin’ up new ones to see who 
could beat others singin’ an makin’ up stories. 


Oh, Mr. Peckerwood, what makes yo’ bill so long? 
Oh, Mr. Peckerwood, what makes yo’ bill so long? 
I been peckin’ on wood all my life, 
That’s what make my bill so long. 


Oh, Mr. Fox, what makes yo’ tail so big? 
Oh, Mr. Fox, what makes yo’ tail so big? 

I been brushiw’ through the woods all my life, 
That’s what makes my tail so big. 


Oh, Mr. Blacksnake, what makes yo’ tail so long? 
Oh, Mr. Blacksnake, what makes yo’ tail so long? 
I been slippin’ through the swamp all my life, 
That’s what make my tail so long. 
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Oh, brother Rabbit, what makes yo’ tail so short? 
Oh, brother Rabbit, what makes yo’ tail so short? 
I been slippin’ through brier patch all my life, 
That’s what make my tail so short. 


Oh, Mr. Tadpole, what makes yo’ haid so big? 
Oh, Mr. Tadpole, what makes yo’ haid so big? 
I been turnin’ to frog all my life, 
That’s what make my haid so big. 


We could play some mighty pretty song-games and 
skip around and never tire. Crowd colored chil- 
lun, boys an’ girls runnin’ round an’ round an’ 
singin’ an’ hollerin’ mighty pretty sight. I was 
leader in games an’ songs an’ riddles. Mama an’ 
grandpa an’ gran’ma say we would grow up an’ be 
fine old folks if we keep that up and work hard and 
be good. 


All up an’ down, my honey, 

All up an’ down we go, 

That lady’s a rockin’ her sugar lump, 
That lady’s a rockin’ her sugar lump, 
Turn, Cinnamon, turn. 


Walkin’ on the green grass, 
Walkin’ side by side, 
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Walkin’ with a pretty girl, 
She gonna be my bride. 


Jail keys ratilin’ round you, 

Jail keys rattliw’ round you, 

Lawd, jail keys ratilin’ round you, 
Jailer, open de door. 


Here sits lady in the dinin’-room, 
A-settin’ by the fire, 

Head hung down with achin’ heart, 
Draw yo’ chillun nigher. 
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CHANGING SCENES AND BROKEN HOMES 


ITH all his wanderings and waywardness, 
\ \ “Back Home” and “sweet old mommer’’ 
stand out as chief pictures to many a Negro on the 
road. In his songs, stories and philosophy, home 
and mother are themes of constant appeal in strik- 
ing contrast to actual living experience and habits. 
The old spirituals magnified ideals of the Heavenly 
home as opposed to the earthly verdict that “This 
old world been a hell to me.”’ This was considered 
logical and natural contrast. In his wanderer 
songs the Negro’s wish-dream to be back home 
shows something of the same psychological quality. 
Childlike and wishful yearning, homesickness for 
home that never was, reflect the quick changing 
moods found in the Negroes’ other changing scenes 
—in love and work and wanderings. 


WHEN I LEFT HOME MY MOTHER WAS SICK, 
THE BES’ FRIEND I HAVE IN THIS WORL’ 
IS WAITIN’ FER ME IN PAIN. 
TAKE, OH, TAKE ME BACK HOME, 
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MY SISTER’S CRYIN’, MY MOTHER’S DYIN’, 
TAKE ME, TAKE ME BACK HOME. 

EVERY MAIL DAY I GITS LETTER 

SAYIN’, SON, COME HOME. 

THAT OLE LETTER READ “BOUT DYIN’. 

BOY, DID YOU EVER THINK ’BOUT DYIN’? 
THEN I CAN’T READ IT NOW FOR CRYIN’, 
TEARS RUN DOWN, LAWD, TEARS RUN DOWN. 


Again, the Negro woman and mother, chiefest of 
paradoxes in the white and Negro world. Faithful 
worker and stolid servant. Provider for large fam- 
ilies. Revered “Auntie” and “Mammy” enshrined 
in memory and literature. Faithful, dependable, 
powerful in prepotency. The woman God forgot. 
Winner of long distance endurance tests. Vet 
again “Nigger woman,” the lowest standard of per- 
sonality to certain members of the white race. Con- 
sidered as of old by white men and white women as 
not a person but a Negro. Storm center of race 
mixture. Battle-ground of Negro men, chief char- 
acter in the Negro song life. 


WOMAN IS A GOOD THING AN’ BAD THING TOO, 
THEY QUIT IN THE WRONG AN’ START OUT BRAN’ NEW, 
DON’T NEVER GIT ONE WOMAN ON YO MIN’, 
KEEP YOU IN TROUBLE ALL THE TIME. 
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DON’T NEVER LET YO’ WOMAN HAVE HER WAY, 
KEEP YOU IN TROUBLE ALL YO’ DAY. 

DON’T NEVER HAVE ONE WOMAN FOR YO’ FRIEND, 
WHEN YOU OUT, ’NUTHER MAN IN. 


Black Ulysses tells later on of his women and sweet- 
hearts, alike subjects and objects of his blues and 
loves and fights. Now he tells of his mother and 
her mother, types reflected in God’s Trombones as 
quests of King Jesus. 


Som, 


OUT this time mama an’ us chillun all went 

to live with my grandfather and grandmother, 
bein’ mama’s papa an’ mama, still livin’ an’ fine ole 
gray-haired citizens. Reason for us movin’ was so 
mama could work-out better with white folks an’ 
leave smallest chillun with her parents, an’ reason 
she move at this time is long story how she have 
to lay her ole man on coolin’ board. 


My mother was mighty fine woman. Everybody 

say so, both white an’ colored. She was handsome 

lady and strong and always helpin’ other folks out. 

White folks always want her to help ’em out. She 

always stand well wherever she go. After we 
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moved over to her mother’s she git up ’fo’ day an’ 
go cook fer white folks an’ leave us wid grand- . 
parents to take keer ourselves. Then she bring 
back washin’ to do at home an’ make us help her 
wash, totin’ wood an’ drawin’ water an’ hangin’ 
out clothes. Then she go back and cook supper 
for folks an’ come home after dark. 


Sometime she have to hurry off to meetin’ ’cause 
she was pillar in church. She help church folks 
same as she do everywhere else. When time come 
to make collections an’ help build new church an’ 
other things, mama was alway good stan’by fer 
the preacher an’ the brothers and sisters. They sho’ 
hold her in high ’steem. She respect herself too, she 
sho’ did. She keep her house nice an’ clean an’ 
make us chillun move around like I done tell ’bout 
when she give us lickin’s when we need it. I seen 
many day, too, when white folks sick she stay with 
’em all time leavin’ us to do best we could. 


She was great singer, leader in church songs, an’ 
always singin’ at her work. 


I wants to go to Heaven, jine de angels’ ban’, 
I wants to go to Heaven, stan’ where de angels 
stan’. 
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I wants to go to Heaven, have some angel wing ; 

I wants to go to Heaven, see de Jesus King. 

I wants to go to Heaven, shout lak de angels 
shout ; 

I wants to go to Heaven an’ walk about. 

I wants to go to Heaven, set in de angels’ seat ; 

I wants to go to Heaven, eat what de angels eat. 

I wants to go to Heaven, weep when de angels 
weep, 

I wants to go to Heaven, sleep where de angels 
sleep. 


Mama was foolish ’bout us chillun in heap 0’ ways 
too, but she felt her duty to work fer white folks an’ 
make good livin’ fer us ’cause she couldn’t git much 
from papa. An’ she never pay no min’ to wild nig- 
gers. Creepers didn’t never bother wid her, least- 
wise mo’ ’n one time. She sho’ outstood ’em an’ 
sent ’em on their way. Even when her ole man was 
so mean and no-’count she always faithful to him. 


I remember one time when my father was away, 

one o’ these high-steppin’ ’fo’-day creepers keep 

comin’ round to see mama. I heard him tell her 

she too sweet an’ too han’some to be wastin’ her 

time doin’ drudgery an’ workin’ fer no-’count man 

like she got fer husband. He tell her he can make 
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heap mo’ money an’ take her off to see the world 
where she will be some sister with the brothers an’ 
sisters of big orders. She don’t seem to pay him 
much min’, goin’ on ’bout her work and tellin’ him 
to go about his’n. Then when that big buck up and 
tell her sweetly that she better let him have little 
money she save up so he can take keer of it fer her, 
she flew into rage and run that nigger clean out 0’ 
the place. Broom handle whut she use that time, 
but she tell him it be fohty-fo’ nex’ time. You 
ought to see us chillun laughin’ at him an’ we 
sorter skeered 0’ mama too. ... 


We mighty proud o’ her. She was jes’ like that an’ 
make me cry now to think ’bout my po’ mama done 
dead an’ gone, a-sleepin’ in her grave, an’ nobody 
to think ’bout me like she used to. 


I lef’? my mother standin’ in the door, 
Head hung down, tears fallin’ to the floor. 
My sweet ole mommer dead an’ gone, 
Nobody to tell my troubles to. 


My father I done told somethin’ ’bout. He wasn’t 

nothin’ like mama. He was big, high-yellow, strap- 

pin’, han’some man, too, but he was mean an’ so 

rough the Lawd couldn’t smooth him. I been told 
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when he was comin’ up from big city he an’ my 
mama very han’some couple, an’ seem mighty crazy 
*bout each other. He sho’ have fine clothes an’ 
alway make mighty fine impression on women. 
He was one 0’ the laziest niggers I ever seen, too 
lazy to go on road even if he won’t work. Only 
thing he ain’t too lazy to do is quarrel an’ fight 
and go ’cross other side town to git ’nuther woman 
treat him fine an’ give him money an’ liquor. Guess 
he sort of man we call got bad spirit, don’t keer 
nothin’ for nobody or hisself. Since he gittin’ 
through the worl’ don’t keer whether he git from 
rich or poor, an’ ain’t got no feelin’s ’scusin’ whut 
he want to satisfy hisself. Sometime he have to 
work little an’ he make out like he doin’ the whole 
worl’ favor an’ he raise ruckus with mama askin’ 
her why’n hell she don’t stay home an’ have him 
good dinner. 


I’m a havin a hell of a time, 

Livin’ with these two women o’ mine. 
I’m goin’ down to Georgia lan’ 

Where women dowt have jes’ one man. 


He kept gittin’ worse eve’y year an’ when he sorter 

half set up wid whisky comin’ home from other 

side o’ town ain’t nobody this side ole Scratch 
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hisself could put up with him. He come in ’busin’ 
mama an’ she try startin’ off patient. She say to 
him you mighty sweet on me when you co’tin’ me 
an’ I turned down all them other fine boys, an’ 
las’ week you seem mighty sweet like I think maybe 
you goin’ be good to me again. Then she ask him 
where he stay last night, an’ he say, “What the 
hell you got to do wid where I stay las’ night—I 
stayed ’tween two mountains my arms all round 
its brow.” Then she tell him he used to be mighty 
sweet on her till he git satisfied, then he started 
’busin’ her all over the place, an’ jaw back at her 
sayin’ he guess lot o’ women appreciate chance to 
satisfy him an’ they can lay lower than she can 
anyway, an’ give him money besides. Then he 
Start beatin’ her. Ain’t nobody can stand that all 
time. 


I hear my mama say many times ain’t nobody 
can live with that nigger. Whenever he work out 
or even be out loafin’ he come home night an’ if 
mama ain’t there to have his meals jes’ right an’ 
do eve’ythin’ jes’ like he wants he start cuttin’ up 
an’ git so mad ain’t nobody an’ nothin’ respectable 
round him. Mean as he was he always ’cusin’ 
mama of bein’ wid other men when she out workin’ 
so hard. ’Nuther thing if mama won’t stay home 
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Sunday with him he say he won’t ’low her to work 
an’ make money an’ he ain’t got none to give her. 
Mama say he want her to be po’ so he could lawd 
it over her, but she say she likes to keep her money 
so he can’t boss her round so much. 


But I’m tellin’ you mama was match fer him when 
she did git started. He’d come home some night 
an’ start something an’ fust thing they knowed 
they was fightin’ like cats an’ dogs. Sometimes 
he’d git through fightin’ with nothin’ on much but 
his skin, an’ it was pretty badly ruffed up. Reason 
they quit fightin’ was so wore out couldn’t hardly 
stand up. 


Then one night he got so mad after they went to 
bed he got up an’ hid gun which they kep’ in room. 
But my mama she watch him out corner her eye 
an’ seed where he hid it. Then, nex’ day she took 
that gun an’ hid so he couldn’t find it. So that 
night he come home an’ pick a fuss an’ they got 
to fightin’ little rougher’n ordinary. So he goes to 
fin’ pistol where he hid an’ when he can’t find it 
he gits so mad he beside hisself an’ start to hunt 
that gun and mama git scared an’ grab it an’ pull 
trigger. An’ so that handsome yellow man fell 
dead. 
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Turn me over, baby, turn me over slow, 
May be las’ time, I dow t know, 
It’s all you got daid an’ gone. 


She sent for doctors, doctors all did come, 
Sometimes they walk, sometimes they run, 
An’ it’s one mo’ rounder gone. 


Nex’ thing, mama takes littles’ baby under her 
arm an’ pistol in other han’ an’ goes straight to 
police station. She say to policemens to come on 
down to her house an’ git man she done killed. 
They look at her startle’ like an’ ast her what man 
an’ when she done kill him. An’ she tells ’em jes’ 
minute ago she kill him wid pistol she have in her 
han’, an’ she tell ’em to take the pistol ’cause she 
done done mo’ with it already than she want to. 
So they taken pistol an’ ast her about the killin’ an’ 
she tole ’em xactly how it was. 


Sunday she got ’rested, Tuesday she was fined, 
Wednesday she pleaded for ail life trial 
An’ it’s all she got done gone. 


Lilly say to jailer, “How can I sleep? 
All roun’ my bedside lovin’ Paul do creep, 
It’s all I got done gone.” 
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Lilly said to jailer, “How can it be 
Feed all prisoners, won't feed me? 
Lawd have mercy on yo’ soul.” 


Jailer say to Lilly, “I tell you what to do 
Go back in yo’ dark cell an’ sleep some mo’.” 
An’ it’s all she’s got done gone. 


Well, the Law takes mama an’ then they have trial 
and cause lot excitement in neighborhood. ’Course 
eve’ybody like mama an’ know she was a good 
lady, an’ nobody don’t think much o’ papa, sayin’ 
never did ’spect much of han’some yellow man 
come from big city. So the courtroom was crowded 
with all sorts an’ kinds of folks both colored an’ 
white. Mos’ all colored folks was there an’ some 
good white folks come down testify to good life of 
my mother. White folks sho’ did stan’ by her an’ 
jedge in stan’ an’ lawyers with big books in their 
hands and jury all settin’ roun’ tryin’ her for her 
life. Seem like that was hard times, but she stan’ 
up under trial jes’ like she did everything else an’ 
talk straightfo’ard to all of ’em. An’ they ast her 
lot o’ questions bout what she suffered for fifteen 
or twenty years an’ eve’ybody seem sorry for her 
an’ they let her off an’ jury file in verdict in few 
minutes sayin’ she was not guilty. So she was sad 
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an’ wutried, an’ so we change our home an’ go live 
with her father an’ mother. 


Troubles makes me weep an’ moan, 
Goin’ where troubles be no mo’, 
Good Lawd in Heaven, I’m troubled. 


Troubles meet me at the do’. 


Goin’ where troubles be no mo’. 
Good Lawd in Heaven, I’m troubled. 
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SINCE I LAID MY BURDEN DOWN 


H2"= of the old scenes. Beautiful but im- 
possible of perpetuity. An older generation 
of black folks, artistic in manners and souls. A 
black epic in a white world. Memory of old bards 
and singers of rare personality—charm to the race, 
creative art in the Southern scene, long ashamed of 
its sorrow songs. A Negro church on the village 
hillside, eventide to darkness, late gathering wor- 
shipers, toi-tired from road and field and kitchen 
door. Lights dim by pulpit and altar, native hewn 
rugged benches askew. Quiet sittings in accus- 
tomed places. The gathering spirit of worship, 
night contrast to day, self-expression and solace, 
feeling that “De other world is not lak this.” A 
leader opening song, swaying body, closed eyes, 
head backward, face heavenward, rhythmic swing 
_ of arms, slow pat of feet, rich vibrato voice, now 
swelling in ascendency, now softening to appeal. 


STEAL AWAY, STEAL AWAY TO JESUS, 
I AIN’T GOT LONG TO STAY HERE. 
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Or sunset background of cotton field or cabin door 
—King Jesus my bosom friend. 


YS 


Y MOTHER’S father was Uncle Simon 
Mackey. In days when he was livin’ white 
folks called old colored folks uncles and aunties. 
Uncle Simon Mackey lived with his wife in fo’- 
room house at foot of hillside. Hill was sort of 
grove of hickories an’ oaks, an’ house was off one 
side from colored neighborhood near town. Little 
branch run few feet from house between his place 
an’ other folks near by. 


Uncle Simon an’ Aunt Mandy kept outside of house 
whitewashed clean an’ inside clean an’ nice an’ 
furnished with things they buy an’ make. Us chil- 
Jun loved to visit an’ we thought house so clean an’ 
nice. So when we come to live there we feel pretty 
good, but though ole folks would make us hustle 
an’ sometime would think we ain’t much ’count. 
Lots 0’ things we could help do an’ help us out 0’ 
mischief while mama was workin’ out. At this time 
was three of us littler chillun lef’, one older sister 
bein’ married an’ in St. Louis an’ two older brothers 
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somewhere on road. We would play in the branch 
an’ make dams and heap other things. 


Grandpa owned his place, bein’ giv’ him by Jedge 
Sanders long time ago an’ he never let nobody else 
git hold of it. He had nice palin’ fence roun’ place 
an’ it was whitewashed, too, makin’ pretty-lookin’ 
sight. He used to keep six or eight pigs, some chick- 
ens an’ turkeys an’ sometimes cow. He had watch- 
dog which he think heap of, an’ say he keep him 
‘cause you know he always let you know when 
other man is borrowin’ somethin’. Grandma had 
two cats, one big Maltese she git from white folks 
an’ called Mousie. Gran’pa work ’bout at little jobs 
an’ ’tend to his own place an’ stay mostly by hisself, 
don’t mix much with other colored folks. He was 
good member of Baptis’ church an’ one or two 
lodges an’ burial societies. He was good talker an’ 
give us good advice, but we didn’t pay much atten- 
tion to it. Sometimes he think we pretty bad with 
our pranks an’ say young folks of this generation 
listen in one ear an’ let go out other, an’ if one try 
to be good ten don’t keer. He would git impatient 
with us sometimes an’ holler at us an’ he say pranks 
of us chilluns run anybody crazy. He say we’s 
smart, sho’ ’nough smart an’ as mean as de ole 
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gen’man hisself. He told us heap "bout devil an’ 
sing bout him, too. 


Ole Satan is liar an’ conqueror, too, 
If you don’t min’ gwine conjure you. 
Ole Satan like a snake in the grass 
Always in some Christian’s path. 

Ole Satan wear mighty loose ole shoe 
If you don’t min’ gwine slip it on you. 


Us chillun delighted to hear him tell stories, he was 
mighty good story-teller, too. One we never fergit 
’bout his bein’ sold as slave when he was little boy. 
He was born down in Georgia an’ told us ’bout his 
hard times, an’ tell us we ought to do better ’cause 
we have better chance than he did. Seems like las’ 
week I hear him tellin’ us ’bout his bein’ sold at 
block when he was little boy. 


“Dat Mars Mackey jes’ ketch me up by de nap 0’ 
my neck an’ de seat o’ my pants an’ pitch me on 
hoss behin’ him an’ ride off. I don’t know where he 
gwine take me. After while he ride up to fence side 
o’ road an’ ketch me dat same way an’ throw me 
over fence in cotton fiel’. Then he say to me to go 
out an’ pick cotton where I see folks over yonder. 
So he rode off way over to de gate an’ come ridin’ 
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back an’ whut he done do fer me was a plenty. 
’Cause I didn’t do nothin’, when he lef’ me, but lie 
down in san’ cryin’ fer mama. No sah, I ain’t never 
fergit how I feel to dis day. Then when I was older 
I run ’way to see mammy an’ she always tell me 
to go back an’ work fer whut I gits in life.” 


Gran’ma told us heap o’ things, but I can’t remem- 
ber many of ’em. Leastwise I disremembers ’em 
now. I think she say she was fourth child of nine- 
teen chilluns. She told us lots of stories ’bout slav- 
ery days, mos’ ’specially she always rememberin’ 
days of freedom, some folks rejoicin’ an’ singin’ 
an’ some folks all puzzled an’ didn’t know what to 
do. She said was big gully back o’ the big planta- 
tion where colored folks went to worship after Ne- 
groes was freed. One big day emancipation was 
read, they had all day preachin’, prayin’ an’ singin’. 
Songs of them days was “Shout chilluns, de angels 
done brought the tidings down,” “Free, Free, at 
last,” ‘“Daniel’s God, I serve thee.” 


Gran’pa had heap o’ sayin’s, too, an’ say his mam- 

my always taught him bes’ way to do things. He 

was always sorry colored folks “borrow” from 

other folks an’ say he never stole nothin’ in his 

life ’cept in war when eve’ybody had to do sumpin’ 
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to keep alive. He talk heap "bout church needin’ 
workers in vineyard an’ sorry colored folks ain’t 
good as used to be. Some of his sayin’s like this. 


I tell you sumpin’ easy to do don’t ’mount to 
nothin’. The thing that does you good is one that 
makes you climb the hill, and when you git to the 
top you look back and say, ‘‘Praise God from whom 
all blessings flow.” 

Mammy may have an’ daddy may have but blessed 
is the man dat has his own. 

I tell you, sah, a little axe cut down mighty big tree. 
Dat’s a huckleberry ’bove my persimmons. 

Jes’ keep a-goin’ an’ you'll git straight after while. 
Don’t do nuthin’ that’ll cause you to sin. 

A feller ain’t got no sense much that’ll marry an’ 
ain’t got nothin’ much to put in his house. 

If you go round mouthin’ you sho’ git in trouble. 
Dat ain’t wuth er chew er terbacker. 

Eve’ytime a nigger say good-by, he ain’t gone. 


Nuther thing we got from livin’ with grandparents 

was learnin’ speerchials and singin’ religious songs. 

They knowed mo’ songs than mama did. ’Co’se all 

of us knows heap of ’em yet an’ lots 0’ times when 

we’s lonesome an’ blue an’ long way from home 

we still sings em. An’ they’s good workin’ songs, 
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too. I knows ’bout all I ever hear ’em sing in church 
an’ learn some besides. 


Mighty pretty sight to see ole gray-headed man 
an’ gran’ma, too, singin’ in church. Was three col- 
ored churches in neighborhood where we live all on 
hillside ’cep’ one which was down in valley. Late 
evenin’ an’ night come, Sunday, folks come strollin’ 
in churches, some late an’ come from kitchen, an’ 
on prayer-meetin’ nights from fiel’ and work. Then 
some one light up church with ole lamp and 
straighten out seats which been stirred roun’ by 
worshipers. Then mo’ worshipers comin’ in, an’ 
eve’ything quiet, an’ ole folks seem fergit eve’y- 
thing in this worl’. Leader opens up wid song, 
swayin’ his body, closin’ his eyes, then swingin’ his 
arms an’ pattin’ his feet, singin’ easy an’ sof’, then 
high an’ appealin’: 


Burden down, burden down, 

Lawd, since I laid my burden down. 

Yes, Lord, burden down, burden down, 

O Lord, since I laid my burden down, . 
Weeping Mary, weep no more, 

Since I laid my burden down. 


Then ’nuther singer would join an’ ’nuther, men 
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an’ women, an’ they start up songs slowly an’ then 
faster, then all of sudden they stop an’ eve’ything 
quiet an’ somebody begin to pray. 


Same way bout prayer beginnin’ slow an’ digni- 
fied, then faster an’ more feelin’-like, then all of 
sudden stop. Then singin’ again little mo’ fervent, 
some of prettiest singin’ an’ make us chilluns feel 
sorter scared-like, but we like it too. Make eve’y- 
body feel better an’ forget troubles. Leastwise 
that’s way it seem, like I was sayin’ *bout my 
playin’ on my box an’ singin’. We still sings old 
songs in our work: 


Do, Lord, remember me; 
Do, Lord, remember me; 
When I’m in trouble, 
Do, Lord, remember me. 


When I’m low down, 

Do, Lord, remember me; 
Oh, when I’m low down, 
Do, Lord, remember me. 


Don’t have no cross; 

Do, Lord, remember me. 

Dowt have no crown; 

Do, Lord, remember me. 
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Sometimes singers stay till ’way in night an’ pray 
an’ sing an’ shout. Sometimes you could hear all 
three congregations singin’ at one time, an’ ole 
folks think maybe might be songs o’ God’s chilluns. 
Songs I mos’ remember was “‘Nobody Knows Trou- 
ble I See,” “‘Standin’ in Need o’ Prayer,” an’ other 
speerchials eve’ybody sing. Then they pray an’ 
preach an’ sing “bout the angels an’ devil an’ 
preacher get ’em all worshipin’ an’ shoutin.’ 


When I git to Heaven gwine ease, ease, 
Me’n my God goiw do as we please, 
Settin’ down side o’ de Lamb. 


Then they sing *bout bad place, ’bout hell bein’ 
deep an’ wide, an’ hell ain’t got no bottom or side. 
An’ Judgment Day most awfulest picture an’ scar- 
iest. I recollects them singin’ ’bout awful Judg- 
ment Day. 


You'll see de worl on fire, 

You'll see de moon a-bleedin’, 

Den you'll see de elements meltin’, 
An’ de moon drips ’way in blood. 


Den you see de coffins bustin’, 
Den you see de bones a-creepin’, 
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Den you see po’ sinner risin’, 
Den you hear tombstones crackin’. 


Den you see de forked lightnin’, 
Den you hear de rollin’ thunder, 
Earth shall reel an’ totter, 

Hell shall be uncapped, 

De dragon be loosed. 


Time is comin’ sinner mus’ die, 
Sinner die wid his head hung down, 
Sinner die wid weary min’, 

Sinner die wid achin’ heart. 

No hidin’ place for sinner. 


Sometimes chilluns git tired 0’ meetin’ an’ git rest- 
less an’ didn’t always like revival scenery. Like I 
was sayin’ I was mischievous boy, an’ one time I 
got to laughin’ at folks till I had to bow my head 
an’ pretend I was prayin’ with others. I seen 
Reverend Higss get so het up that he take off his 
coat an’ collar an’ eve’y minute I look fer his shirt 
to bust open he’s hollerin’ an’ shoutin’ so. Women 
from pulpit all way back jumpin’ an’ shoutin’ an’ 
screamin’ an’ stompin’. Some of ’em fall out like 
they dead an’ some of ’em walk ’cross top of 
benches all way from back to front an’ back to 
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rear. Women hug one ’nuther an’ almos’ tear 
clothes off, some wishin’ fer their husbands, some 
wishin’ their sons an’ daughters were there. 


Well, one man he was happy an’ shoutin’ so he 
jump up an’ down, up an’ down, an’ kep’ movin’ up 
near to the preacher, jumpin’ up an’ down. Aill 
sudden he step’ on one end o’ plank ain’t nail down 
an’ this plank flew up an’ hit him in face while his 
feet sinkin’ down through floor. Was mighty low 
down fer me to laugh but jes’ couldn’t help it. 
When I was older some of us boys would steal in 
feelin’ meetin’ when lights was put out an’ mix an’ 
mingle wid folks. But I'll tell bout that later. 


Sometimes we hear grandpa tell "bout old times in 
cotton pickin’ fields in Georgia befo’ he come to 
this state. Crowds of cotton pickers would sing 
speerchials better than they did in church. Late in 
evenin’ jus’ befo’ quittin’ time with sun beginnin’ 
to set they begin singin’ an’ pickin’ fas’ to get to 
end of rows an’ wagons an’ baskets an’ weighin’ 
time. Whole crowd of ’em would sing “Swing Low, 
Sweet Chariot, Comin’ fer to Carry Me Home.” 
Same way in springtime they would chop cotton 
together making hoes and licks an’ songs tune in 
together. Seemed to him they always singin’: 
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Keep er inchin’ along, 
Jesus’'ll come by an’ by; 

This row is rocky here below, 
But Jesus’ll come by an’ by. 


One o’ the songs mos’ sung eve’ywhere in field, in 
cabins back of the big house, in big kitchin an’ in 
churches in old days was: 


Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen, 
Nobody knows but Jesus ; 

Sometimes I hangs my head an’ cries, 
But Jesus gwine wipe my weepin’ eyes. 
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al. story of Negro childhood and youth in 
the South one of early disorganization and no- 
madic trends. Parents working out. One or both 
parents dead. Children with relatives. Children at 
work at all sorts of jobs. Large families and high 
mortality. High rates of irregularity in births and 
marriages. Quick shifting scenes in homes and 
communities. Primitive urge for expression and 
survival. Quests for utopias. “Ramblin? minds.” 
Impulse and circumstances rather than planning 
and judgment the guiding forces. 


Examples and examples. Now a youngster of eight 
years, with parents dead, off to Texas to stay with 
an uncle. Then “po’ mistreated boy” back to 
Louisiana and Mississippi and Georgia, across to 
South Carolina and back home to North Carolina. 
Then to Washington to stay with an aunt who mis- 
treats “po’ boy’ again, workin’ him instead of let- 
ting him go to school. Then to Philadelphia and 
Pitisburgh and uttermost parts of Pennsylvania 
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and Ohio. Then to Chicago and across to Harlem 
and back South again. And the years have inter- 
vened to work their processes. 


Another in Georgia, a child, number ten, of eight- 
een children. Another, both parents “widowers” in 
Mississippi. Another, an uncharted ward of the 
race. The “leaving” age uncommonly common at 
from ten to fourteen years. Youth and adolescents 
on the road and without anchor during formative 
stages. Case studies of criminals and roustabouts 
and good “ole citerzens”’ abounding in the same 
formula. How the Negro survives a problem story 
of great variety and reach. Black Ulysses starting 
as no more than an “average” nomad, reflects a 
rare cumulative Odyssey. 


Com, 


HEN I was ’bout twelve years old my peo- 

ples still very poor an’ I wanted clothes an’ 
things an’ wanted to run rcun’ like other boys an’ 
so I ran away from home first time. Went to farm 
of Mr. Triers ’bout six miles from old Atkins plan- 
tation few miles below our home on ol’ Watkins 
road. I worked fer him for dollar day an’ plowed 
mules. 
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Captain, call me early in mornin’, 
Call me to shake six-hoss plow. 

I told my captain, Lawd, 
Captain, I caw shake this plow. 


Some o’ these days, Lawd,— 
It won't be long, 

Captain gonna call me, 

Aw I'll be gone. 


So I got tired o’ that soon an’ stayed only one week 
‘cause too much work. I wanted to make more 
money an’ jes’ naturally wanted to ramble roun’. 
I heard other boys tell bout makin’ big money. So 
I sets out to find loggin’ camp I heard ’em tell ’bout 
twenty miles over near big Tigue swamp. I worked 
there, but didn’t git no mo’ ’n dollar day an’ I sho’ 
got in worse place than I ever been in an’ stayed 
’bout two weeks, an’ only reason I stay that long 
couldn’t git way no sooner. My business was to 
cut wood to fire donkey engine. 


That camp was what we call sort of outlaw camp. 

Folks very mean an’ rough an’ rowdy, stealin’ an’ 

gamblin’ an’ drinkin’ an’ one man got killed while 

I was there. Outlaw camp place where ain’t no 

rules much an’ no law, an’ captain hard on boys, 
[69] 


Rainbow Round My Shoulder 


won’t let ’em get away. Onliest way to leave is 
slip off but boys say if you tell on ’em they kill you 
an’ bury you sho’. Boys claim they seed heaps 0’ 
graves. 


Some niggers in these camps powerful mean, like I 
told bout Graveyard Jim an’ big Shine, an’ like 
I tell you ’bout mo’ later on. Well, cos’n I didn’t 
know this was no outlaw camp else I never would 
tried to find it, but when I got in had to stay. Way 
it was, I was lookin’ fer job an’ jes’ walked into 
this place. Nex’ time I know better. 


Then one night ’bout leven o’clock I slipped off an’ 
walked ’bout ten miles, seem to me, an’ nex’ 
mornin’ I started walkin’ again an’ finally come to 
sawmill camp of C. M. McHenry Company on rail- 
road sidin’, an’ so started to workin’ there. I 
stayed there nearly month, workin’ on green ends 
an’ rollin’ good lumber an’ slabs. Then I decided 
to leave there, work was so hard an’ I wasn’t gittin’ 
enough pay. An’ so I come back to town an’ had 
*bout ten dollars an’ got with some boys said they 
was goin’ to Greensboro to work on big job where 
they paid big money. They seem to be good friends 
an’ so I loaned them part of whut I had lef’, bout 
five dollars. An’ so we start out walkin’ to save 
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money, an’ walk "bout ten miles an’ we decided 
to hobo rest 0’ way. So there was a freight train 
called fohty-seven hundred goin’ through. I didn’t 
know how to swing it, so they let me try first so 
if I missed it they stay with me. I jes’ couldn’t 
swing on fast runnin’ cars, so I got skinned up an’ 
one boy stayed with me but others rode dat freight 
an’ took my money. Nex’ night I missed first try, 
then caught third car from las’ an’ other boy caught 
caboose. Then we stop at station called Gibson- 
ville an’ brakeman caught us an’ tole us to git off. 
We tole him we won’t gwine to git off. So he pulls 
gun on us an’ put us off. 


“What the hell you doin’ on this train,” the brake- 
man said to us. 

So we didn’t say nothin’. 

“Well boys, we don’t “low no tramps on here, so 
time you gittin’ off.” 

So he seem like nice fellow an’ we thought we 
would bluff him. So we told him we started for 
Greensboro an’ we was goin’ there. ’Bout that time 
he drawed pistol on us an’ say he would give us 
five minutes. So we took ’bout half minute to 
scramble down. So we tramped other sixteen miles. 


When we got to Greensboro found they didn’t need 
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no workers an’ we stayed an’ spent our money, 
sleepin’ outdoors while until we found old lady 
stayed by herself an’ give us room till we could git 
job. So we couldn’t find no job an’ she put us out 
an’ bout that time we was gittin’ mighty hungry. 
We would eat anything we could find round back 
doors o’ restaurants an’ hotels. Clothes all dirty 
an’ wo’ out. 


Pity po’ boy, stray ’way from home. 

If I ever gits back sho’ never mo’ to roam. 
If I had listened to what mommer said, 
I'd be at home in mommer’s bed. 


Finally I found some o’ my people, uncle I heard 
of, an’ told him condition I was in. They give me 
some clothes an’ money an’ so I come back, but I 
wouldn’t go home ’cause I didn’t have no money 
an’ scared an’ ’shamed to come back home. So I 
went to Wilson on train bes’ I could. I didn’t 
know nobody there but jes’ wanted to ramble an’ 
thought Wilson be good place ’cause I heard of 
road an’ bridge force. They didn’t need no help 
an’ so I found place to stay with lady kinder 
rough. Eve’ybody comin’ an’ goin’ an’ drinkin’ an’ 
gamblin’ an’ eve’ything. An’ so I stayed there a 
few days, then started back home. I walked ’bout 
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three days an’ two nights gittin’ in ’bout fifteen 
miles o’ home, feets tired an’ sore, clothes all dirty 
an’ wo’ out again, hungry an’ tired. 


So I took up with farmer who offered me fifteen 
dollars a month an’ board, an’ begun to work on 
Thursday an’ work till Sat’day at dinner. Farmer 
wanted me to work Sat’day evenin’, an’ so I 
wouldn’t work an’ went over to ’nuther house 
where I seen colored fellow. I come back Monday 
mornin’ an’ farmer say if I work for him I got to 
work Sat’day evenin’. I told him I did not work no 
Sat’day evenin’ for nobody. He said I had to quit 
then an’ I said it suited me an’ fer him to pay me 
off. He refused to pay me ’cause month wasn’t up 
an’ I told him he was gonna pay me or pay doctor, 
one. So he gave me dollar an’ half. 


His son was friendly an’ ast me if I ever worked 
roun’ liquor still. I told him no but I was a fellow 
would try anything, an’ so I come back that night 
an’ we started makin’ liquor at night. That was 
fo’ days of prohibition but lots of stills eve’ywhere. 
One night officers run us in but missed us. So I 
was scared to come back an’ so I stayed in woods, 
hungry an’ sleepin’ out. I got mighty tired an’ 
mighty sore. 
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Ain't had nothin to eat, 

Ain't had nowhere to sleep. 

Freezin’ ground was my foldin’ bed. 
I’m on my way, Lawd, I’m onmy way. 


Finally I come back in an’ the young white man got 
me somethin’ to eat an’ tole me I could stay an’ 
try again. So I told him I’d better go an’ maybe 
I could find it better somewhere else as I was feller 
never to give up an’ always believe in findin’ some- 
thin’ better. So I didn’t go home ’cause I didn’t 
have no money an’ I hadn’t written home tellin’ 
how I was farin’. So I come to Zeb Atkin’s, runnin’ 
*nuther sawmill camp, an’ he ast me if I would 
work an’ I say yes. Then I ast him how much he 
was payin’ an’ he say dollar seventy-five an’ camp, 
so feller could batchellor alone. So I worked "bout 
two weeks an’ saved ’bout twenty-five dollars an’ 
got some clothes an’ look like folks. 


An’ so I come home but didn’t tell ’°em what hard 
time I been in, neither did I tell ’em ’bout hoboin’ 
an’ gittin’ hurt an’ run in by officers. So my mother 
was mighty glad to see me but I never tole her 
*bout my troubles. 


I stayed home ’bout a week an’ rested up eatin’ 
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mama’s good cookin’ an’ then I told her I had 
learned I could do better somewhere else, so I lef’ 
an’ went on to Nelson’s, contractors’ camp, drivin’ 
a wheeler, big scoop on wheels. Folks mighty rough 
there an’ we git keerless an’ roustabout. Foreman 
tole me not to ride these wheelers but we would 
do so. So after workin’ there bout two weeks I 
got my leg an’ kneecap busted an’ Mr. Teer kep’ 
me an’ sent me home. Then I decided to stay at 
home till I come to be a man to take keer 0’ myself. 
An’ so I was in bed an’ walkin’ on crutches from 
fifth of August to middle o’ September. My mama 
sho’ treated me right. 


Lawd, I wonder, huh, 
Lawd, I wonder, huh, 
Will I ever git back home? 


Well, cuckoo keep on hollerin’, huh, 
Lawd, cuckoo keep on hollerin’. 
Mus’ be day, Lawd, mus’ be day. 


Well, whistle keep on blowin’, huh, 


Lawd, whistle keep on blowin’. 
Time ain't long, huh, time ain’t long. 
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So episodes in the Negro scene. Church 
meetings and picnics. Church suppers and so- 
cials. Country and village dances. Corn shuckings 
and quiltings. Courting and quarreling. Christmas 
and holiday gatherings. Lodge and fraternal events. 
Men, women and children, dressed in Sunday best. 
High spirits and serious business. 


A Sunday district meeting. Services from morning 
till late at night. Beginning hour of eleven o’clock. 
All roads lead to Bethany—full stream arrivals a 
quarter after twelve. Fords and Fords. Dodges 
and Chevrolets that have seen better days. Big 
used cars from the city. Trucks and delivery wag- 
ons. High driving and fast turning. Serious busi- 
ness of arriving. A Ford touring car, top torn, 
carrying a family of eight. Another with big son 
at the wheel, four children alongside, and, driving 
from the back seat white-haired auntie, and uncle, 
mother of the brood and four children, wide-eyed, 
staring ahead. Chevrolet roadster at forty miles 
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around the bend, four in front, four in rumble seat. 
A Ford stalled on hillside, a fifteen-year-old boy 
cranking in vain. Nine in the car. Shining town 
car, sto’ dressed youth, strutting thew stuff. A hun- 
dred cars dashing Bethanyward, on one road within 
the hour. God of the race and roads, protector of 
life. 


Other days and other places. Singing and praying 
and preaching. Eating and drinking. Talk and 
display. Conflict and strife. Black tragedy and 
death abroad in this land. Black Ulysses begin- 
ning: 


YOU MAY BRING ALL YO’ GUNS FROM THE 
BATTLE-SHIP, 

I’LL MAKE A COON CLIMB A TREE, 

DON’T YOU DARE SLIGHT MY REPERTATION 

OR I’LL BREAK UP THIS JAMBOREE. 


—~ 


N’ SO I stayed at home from fifth of August 

to comin’ Chris’mas. First part that time I 

was in bed an’ walkin’ on crutches an’ didn’t do 

nothin’ much but loaf. Then when I got well I still 

loaf’? an’ eat mama’s good cookin’ an’ run roun’ 
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with boys an’ girls an’ raisin’ hell generally. Look 
like ain’t nothin’ satisfy us but gittin’ in meanness. 
Would work a little an’ quit that an’ try somethin’ 
else. An’ all time gittin’ meaner an’ meaner. 


Crowd of us would git together an’ break up dance 
or meetin’s or corn-shuckin’s. Maybe would be 
dance on farm of Mr. Sapo’s an’ always crowd of 
roustabouts on hand headin’ for mischief. Maybe 
old boy have girl, he couldn’t dance an’ he wouldn’t 
let nobody else dance with her. He would come in 
late an’ walk clean ’cross flo’ where folks was danc- 
in’ or standin’ or settin’ down an’ step on some- 
body’s toe. 

“Hey, keep off’n my feet.” 

“Well, keep ’em out 0’ my way.” 

“Well, what you gonna do ’bout it if I don’t?” 
“Gonna tramp ’em into goddam.” 

Fellow go stompin’ aroun’ tryin’ to git up a fight 
an’ they laugh him off flo’ when somebody holler 
out, “‘Hey, dat boy ain’t bad, he jes’ smell bad.” 


Sometimes crowd of us go bustin’ in an take sump- 

in’ off’n table an’ snatch sumpin’ without payin’ 

fer it an’ start ruckus that way. Folks would have 

apples or fruit or candy or sumpin’ else to sell at 

dance or party or church festival. So we come in 
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an’ snatch off apples an’ fellow say: “Hey, stop 
taking them apples.” 

“Well, whut you gonna do ’bout it—we done done 
it, ain’t we?” 

“No, you ain’t. I’ll see you in goddam fust.” 
“Well, we ain’t gonna have no dancin’ here to- 
night.” 

“What you got to do with it, you ain’t started no 
dance.” 

“No, we ain’t, but we’s goin’ to stop one.” 


Then we would go over again an’ take sumpin’ off 
table an’ they would tell us we got to buy it, an’ 
we say if dey wants to spend anything to spend us, 
here we was. We tell ’em to put us out if they can 
an’ so when they tries it we blows out the lights 
an’ start fightin’ an’ hollerin’ an’ sometimes maybe 
we take stick wood off the fireplace, or cheer or 
anything we can find an’ start fightin’. An’ so we 
breaks up that jamboree. 


One time I went to one dance, jes’ meanness in me 

an’ nothin’ else. I drunk jes’ ’nough whisky to 

make me smell like I was dead drunk an’ took 

thirty-eight special with me. Well, they had fine 

dance an’ banjo music an’ was goin’ mighty fine. 

So I stalk right through room with gun I borrowed 
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in my han’, run right through middle of room, step- 
pin’ on folks’ toes, hollerin’ that I ain’t gonna have 
no mo’ playin’ there that night, an’ tellin’ ’em they 
can put me out if they don’t like it. So they tries 
to persuade me to go out an’ talk about it, tellin’ 
me that my girl ain’t there nohow, an’ ain’t nobody 
dancin’ with her. So I tole them I come to tear 
down an’ not to build up, an’ anybody don’t like it 
can stop me. I wa’n’t really drunk, jes’ wanted to 
start something, jes’ pure meanness, young fellow 
growin’ up an’ showin’ off befo’ crowd. So I 
stepped roun’ an’ broke up that jamboree singin’: 


I was bohn in a mighty bad lan’, 
For my name is Bad-Lan’ Stone, 
I want you all fer to understan’ 
I’m a bad man wid my liquor on. 


One night boy named Perry Borkin come in dance 
an’ poured ’bout pint whisky on ’nuther boy’s girl. 
Boy holler at ’im: 

“You stop that or I'll kill you, dam’ black devil.” 
“T’ll pour some on you, too, if you don’t like it.” 
So they start big fight an’ crowd try to carry ’im 
out. They shoot through window, break lights, 
then blow out lights an’ such a ruckus you never 
heered tell of. Pistols shootin’, womens sick an’ 
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whinin’, hollerin’, screamin’, womens runnin’ out, 
men fightin’, one fellow break his banjo over 
’nuther one’s haid. Turn over tables, turn over 
cakes an’ spill barbecue on table, ruin farmer’s cot- 
ton patch ’bout half acre all roun’ house, raisin’ hell 
in general. That was sho’ mos’ outdashionest 
Chris’mus, jes’ pure dam’ meanness seem like whut 
we was made for them times. 


’Nuther time was a bad man come into dance and 
got under table an’ begin shootin’ at folks’ feet. 
Then he blowed out lights. Such a hollerin’ an’ 
screamin’ an’ one man jump clean through window 
carryin’ whole sash on his shoulders half-mile an’ 
never stopped runnin’. Sho’ ain’t no fun to be in 
dark room with pistols shootin’. Howsomever, folks 
hurt themselves heap mo’ tryin’ to git out than they 
do bein’ shot. Some crawls under bed, some jump 
out winders, girls ketch hold of men an’ beg ’em to 
please stay by ’em, huggin’ ’em tight. An’ can’t 
’rest nobody ’cause when lights put out all look 
*bout same color. 


They kicked up dirt, they kicked up sand, 

They kicked up everything but dry land. 

You ax me did they run, no, Lawd, they flew. 

Them niggers was black, got skeered plum blue. 
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One time was a big corn-shuckin’ an’ big quiltin’ 
same time down on one of the farms. Big crowds 
comin’ an’ gittin’ started with talkin’ an’ shuckin’ 
an’ quiltin’. Eve’ything goin’ fine, corn-shuckin’ 
an’ singin’ outside an’ old an’ young womens quilt- 
in’ an’ talkin’ in house, an’ fixin’ up things to eat 
an’ drink. Then all of sudden seven of us boys 
come in an’ start raisin’ devil. One boy run in an’ 
bust out corner of quilt with his fist, ’nuther fellow 
run an’ jumped with all fours right in middle of 
quilt all set up in frame, an’ I takes gun an’ begins 
shootin’. Then we turns over tables where food is 
on an’ blows out lights. Ole womens in other room 
talkin’ ’bout ole times an’ havin’ good time. Then 
they starts to screamin’ an’ hollerin’, “Where is my 
boy, is he shot, is he cut? Is my boy killed? Oh, 
lordy, is my boy killed?” 


An’ we runs off laughin’ an’ havin’ big time. But 
reason we go down to that corn-shuckin’ an’ reason 
we ’sturb the womens was girls down there so dog- 
gone mean an’ uppish an’ wouldn’t treat us right. 
So we broke up that jamboree. 


Valler gal’s your’n, black gal’s mine, 
You never can tell when yaller gal’s lyin’. 
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On other side of town an’ out in country was some 
colored folks called yellerhammer niggers, cause 
some folks say they mixed with Indians. Called 
themselves sanctified an’ had what they call feelin’ 
meetin’s, when they blow out lights an’ git happy. 


’Cos’n they was sanctified an’ clean an’ couldn’t do 
nothin’ wrong, but they wouldn’t let nobody else 
come in. Was secret an’ private sort o’ happy meet- 
in’s. Well, us boys would sneak over near old 
church an’ hide an’ after singin’ an’ preachin’ an’ 
prayin’ an’ they gits happy an start feelin’ meetin’, 
we would slip in an’ jine the meetin’. Lawdy, lawdy, 
jine meetin’. Sho’ would chase us off if they ever 
seen us but we was keerful to wait till feelin’ meet- 
in’ pretty well started. Would put lights out an’ 
start singin’ good old speerchial songs an’ shoutin’, 
then start singin’: 


I feel it, sister, yes, brother. 
I feel it sister, yes, brother. 
Never ’spec’s to stop, sister, 
Till I feels God’s mustache. 


Well, sisters used to say sanctified bretherin mighty 
vigorous feelers when the spirit moved ’em, an’ I 


guess they was. 
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An’ that makes me think I never said nothin’ bout 
women breakin’ up jamborees, well as us boys. 
When woman git good an’ mad she can do mo’ 
devilment than fo’ boys an’ you better step round. 
Some o’ these womens I ’spec’s to tell you "bout 
later, but song we sung in Virginia tells bout one 
big woman eve’ybody skeered of. 


Ball was given at the bad man’s hall, 

Some folks call it the bad man’s ball; 

Ball was given by the Sons of Rest, 

Aw the niggers all come in their Sunday best. 


In come a gal, she was big an’ stout, 

Had a chunk o’ chewin’ gum in her mouth, 
Her haw was so nappy, was a perfect burr, 
An none of the darkies would dance with her. 


She jump in the flo’ an’ she double up her fis’ ; 

Says, “You wanter tes’ yo’ nerve, jes’ jump 
agains’ this. 

If some o’ you niggers don’t dance with me, 

With my razor I’m gonna break up this jam- 
boree.” 


In come a nigger name Slippery Jim, 
None of the gals would dance with him. 
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He rech in his pocket, drew his thirty-two, 
Them niggers didn’t run,—good God they 
flew! 


One ole sister went down through the flo’, 
Win’ from her co’ttail blew open the do’, 
*Long come a cop an’ ’rested Slippery Jim, 
’Cause all the niggers done lef’ but him. 


Well, girls sho’ keep me company in breakin’ up 
jamboree in days when I was stayin’ round home 
an’ raisin’ devil. Like one time I was goin’ with 
ole gal an’ gittin’ sorter tired of her. So I plan to 
double-cross her. So when there was dance one 
night I say I’m too tired to go. She beg me to go, 
but I tells her I’m so tired I think I'll go to sleep. 
Well, I intend to go all time an’ so I goes on. She 
figgers I ’bout gonna do that an’ so she stay out 
till bout ten o’clock an’ then come in an’ raise sho’ 
*nough hell. 


Well, dance goin’ on mighty nice, eve’ybody in fine 

rigs an’ havin’ good time. I was dancin’ all hugged 

up with ’nuther girl. I dance that set an’ takes girl 

out an’ set her up to swell feed or maybe drink. 

Then we start on nex’ set. All time my girl been 

watchin’ us, an’ jes’ soon as we git on floor she 
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come tearin’ in room, walks out in middle of floor 
an’ grabs me by collar an’ asks me whut the hell I 
mean two-timin’ her. 

‘“‘What’n hell you mean, comin’ here after tellin’ 
me you gonna stay out? I thought you was home 
sleep.” 

“Well, you must ’a’ thought it ’cause I didn’t tell 
you,” I says. 

“You needn’t think I’m gonna stay home while you 
dancin’ with some ole strumpet. You come on out 
o’ here with me.” 

“Ole strumpet yo’self, I ain’t gonna do no sich,” I 
says. 

Well, she start fightin’, slappin’ me in face. Then 
I slaps her back an’ her buddy takes up fer her. 
Then ’nuther buddy takes up for me, so all of ’em 
git to fightin’. So they start hollerin’ an’ shoutin’ 
an’ cryin’: 

“Don’t shoot, good-God-a-mighty, don’t shoot.” 
“Oh, Lord, I’m shot, I’m shot!” 

‘“‘Where’s my daddy? Lawdy, is you shot?” 


Well, the Law have to come in an’ stop fight, mos’ 
of us git away, maybe they ’rest one or two fellers. 
Nex’ day I goes round boastin’ ’bout how much 
sand I raised. I says I was aimin’ to break up that 
dance. 
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“T sho’ did collar that gentleman, an’ I ain’t gonna 
let no ole strumpet git iron-jawed with me. She 
’*bound to know it now.” 


I knowed one woman sho’ ’nough fighter, had such 
a temper couldn’t do nothin’ with it. One time she 
was hauled up in court an’ thought she been mis- 
treated an’ got mad with jedge. So jedge he sen- 
tenced her thirty days. So she cussed him fo’ ways 
an’ Sunday. So he fined her ’nuther thirty days an’ 
she cussed him mo’ severer. So he fined her ’nuther 
thirty days an’ tole her if she don’t stop he send her 
up fer life. Well, she cuss him an’ tells him he 
nothin’ but goddam’ po’ white trash an’ bastard 
at that. “Bout that time she starts weepin’ an’ 
cryin’ an’ ask jedge to forgive her an’ judge say 
all right if she promise to do better. 


*Bout worst fights an jamborees seem to be at 
church meetin’s an’ all-day ’dos. One time I went 
to all-day meetin’ at Bokus Chapel, didn’t keer if 
I raise little devil myself. But didn’t git no chance 
that day. Bad boy Bollis, big desperado, was there. 
Preachin’ an’ singin’ goin’ on, sisters shoutin’, 
brothers prayin’ an’ jine amen shouts. Boys an’ 
girls walkin’ bout, settin’ in cars an’ drawin’ water 
an’ drinkin’ at well outside church. 
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Well, this big bully come stompin’ out, drinks out 
of bucket, pours rest on ground spatterin’ on boys 
an’ girls an’ eve’ybody round. Then he goes ’cross 
to Ford car where boy name’ Moses settin’ an’ asks 
him to drive him over to store bout two miles on 
’nuther road. So Moses say: 

“Sorry, ole man, but I can’t do it. Ole lady got 
dinner on ground an’ it’s near "bout breakin’ up 
time. I jes’ naturally can’t do it, Bo.” 

“Well, I’m gonna see can’t I make you go,” Bollis 
says. 

“Well, you bigger’n I is, le’s see you make me do it. 
It’s my car, ain’t it?” 


So desperado Bollis snatches out Savage thirty- 
eight ortermatic an’ shoots three times at Moses, 
but missed him clean, ’cause ’bout that time Moses 
duckin’ round car. So Moses reaches in car door 
an’ gits his pistol an’ shoots three times. First shot 
went through lef’ lung, an’ other two went through 
lef’ leg an’ thigh, so he laid Bollis’ po’ body down. 


Then Reuben, brother of Bollis, come runnin’ up 

and make dash at Moses with switch-blade knife. 

So Moses ducks again an’ Reuben misses him. 

Moses still duckin’ roun’ car and reaches in an’ gits 

tire pump an’ hits Reuben over head an’ lay him 
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low, too. Then Moses seein’ red an’ blue an’ eve’y 
other color walks up through church meetin’ which 
was broke up. Women jumpin’ an’ screamin’ an’ 
jumpin’ out windows, an’ eve’ybody hollerin’ an’ 
shoutin’, but different from shoutin’ I been tellin’ 
you bout. So Moses’ sister say to him: 

“Moses, what have you done?” 

“T ain’t done nothin’ but shoot Bollis an’ knock 
Reuben in head like hog an’ I hopes I done killed 
’em both,” he replies. 


So both of ’em layin’ there, blood gushin’ out side 
of Bollis, runnin’ out of his mouth like butchered 
hog, Reuben groanin’ an’ bleedin’, sisters faintin’ 
an’ prayin’, big pistol lyin’ on ground, men runnin’ 
round, some standin’ still, don’t know whut to do. 
Mos’ peoples leavin’ fer home, folks think Bollis 
dead an’ won’t nobody touch him, gonna leave him 
there by hisself. So Bollis moves an’ says: 

“Give me drink water befo’ I die. Lawdy, befo’ I 
die.” 

So they takes Bollis an’ Reuben off an’ never done 
nothin’ to Moses till this day. 


Well, I had some fun myself at meetin’s. One time 

we had three-day camp-meetin’. ’Bout that time I 

was jes’ naturally too mean to live, I guess. So I 
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goes down to this camp-meetin’. All goin’ on fine. 
Preachin’ an’ singin’ an’ prayin’ in different camps. 
In tents an’ roun’ grounds some cookin’, some kill- 
in’ chickens, some eatin’ watermelons, some sellin’ 
drinks. Some of older folks talkin’ ’bout how good 
Lord has been to ’em. Eve’ything goin’ mighty 
peaceful. So I crawled up to long table where they 
gittin’ ready to eat dinner an’ ’bout twenty chilluns 
settin’ round. So I started shootin’ pistol in groun’ 
and skeer ’em nearly crazy an’ they try to stop me 
but can’t. So they sends off fer Law to come an’ 
’*bout that time I think I had ’nough fun an’ so I 
leaves that place. Never meant to hurt nobody but 
jes’ felt my hell a-risin’. 


Was ’nuther boy wuss’n I was, name Big Toy 
Hooper. One day was havin’ big baptizin’ and 
preachin’ and big crows at preachin’, an’ Reverend 
Hattis doin’ the preachin’. So this boy was settin’ 
up bout middle o’ church an’ ’bout middle o’ ser- 
mon he starts shootin’ through flo’, Bim! bim! 
bam! lak somebody shootin’ rabbits. Reverend 
Hattis started out winder an’ big hum-up of his 
back caught winder, an’ winder falls on him an’ 
ketches him. He keeps hollerin’ fer somebody to 
come an’ git him out an’ let him loose. Folks hol- 
lerin’ an’ screamin’. When he git through ain’t 
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nobody in that church. So my mother comes round 
an’ tells me she don’t want me to ’sociate with that 
crowd no mo’. So [I tells her that ain’t nothin’ but 
ole Kid Bad workin’ his tricks, an’ she better let 
us alone ’cause can’t nobody do nothin’ with us. 


Nigger be nigger whatever he do, 

Tie red ribbon round toe of his shoe, 

Jerk his vest on over his coat, 

Snatch his britches up round his throat, 

Singin’, “High-stepper, Lawd, you shall be 
free.” 
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REASON I STAY ON JOB SO LONG 

HOT FLAMBOTIA AN’ COFFEE STRONG; 

LAWD, REASON I STAY ON JOB SO LONG 

HOT FLAMBOTIA AN’ COFFEE STRONG; 

OH, REASON I STAY WID CAP’N SO LONG, 

EVE’Y MORNIN’ GIVE ME BISCUITS RARE BACK 
ON. 


S OUTHERN labor scenes of much sameness and 
of much contrast. Negro worksters and song- 
sters changing scenes. Local community laborers. 
Road and construction gangs. Trucks loaded with 
black worksters transferring from town to camp 
and from camp to town. Other scenes of camps and 
men Black Ulysses describes later in his story. Now 
the balanced estimate of quick-shifting labor and 
faithful keepers of homes and grounds and stores 
and cars. Now the ramblin’ mind, the shiftless 
loafer, the quarrelsome Negro always complaining. 
Now the faithful worker, distinguished in folk 
character, builder of gardens and houses and towns 


and wealth. 
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Labor turnover and changing jobs. Negro workers 
averaging a job a month. Others, like Black 
Ulysses, aggregating over the years seemingly in- 
numerable tasks. Trouble with the “captain.” 
Trouble with the “walker.” Trouble with the 
work. Too much expected of him, too little pay. 
Rest periods and wanderlust. Work as a marginal 
survival tool. Untrained and unskilled hordes. No 
guidance or wholesome direction. Lack of dependa- 
bility and reliability. Characteristic light-hearted- 
ness and subile humor. Reckless abandon and folk 
freedom. 


I GOT IT WRIT ON TAIL O” MY SHIRT, 

I’M A NACHEREL BOHN EASTMAN} DON’T HAVE 
TO WORK. 

ALL I WANT IS MY STRONG HANDOUT, 

IT WILL MAKE ME STRONG AND STOUT. 

AIN’T NO USE 0’ ME WORKIN’ SO, 

*CAUSE I AIN’T GONNA WORK NO MO’, 

WHEN YOU KILL CHICKEN SAVE ME THE WING, 

WHEN YOU THINK I’M WORKIN’, AIN’T DOIN’ 
A THING. 

WHEN YOU KILL CHICKEN SAVE ME THE FEET, 

WHEN YOU THINK I’M WORKIN’, ’M WALKIN’ 
THE STREET. 

MSY 


[98] 


Reason I Stay on Job So Long 


ES’ befo’ Chris’mus that year I thought I better 
be gittin’ little money an’ so I worked out on 
jobs an’ got paid off two days’ fo’ Chris’mus Eve, 
quittin’ Sat’day "bout dinner, ’cause we never 
worked for nobody Sat’day evenin’. Then boys 
was shootin’ craps that night an’ told me I was 
skeered to shoot with ’em an’ also I thought I could 
make me some big money for Chris’mus. But they 
beat me out o’ my money an’ lef’ me hard up. So 
Chris’mus Eve all other boys had money buyin’ 
Chris’mus things an’ I didn’t have nothin’. But I 
never look downcast at all but kept cheerful ’cause 
I was fellow thought there was always some way 
out. So on Chris’mus Day I found dollar bill an’ 
got me a dollar drink an’ had me merry Chris’mus 
jes’ the same. An’ so after that I went over to my 
aunt’s an’ she invited me to merry Chris’mus an’ 
set out gallon whisky, sayin, 


Chris’mus don’t come but once a year 
Eve’ybody ought to git his sheer, 


an’ I sho’ did git mine. 


After Chris’mus an’ New Year, thought I better 

settle down an’ do better ’cause my mama kep’ me 

an’ seem like I wurried her heap, an’ so I went over 
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to work for white lady name Mrs. Ohnsen an’ 
worked as yard butler. Worked there bout three 
months. First I got on fine doin’ my work good an’ 
keepin’ ’em all cheered up wid my foolishness, an’ 
eve’ybody seemed to like me an’ I liked eve’ybody 
there. Then they keep puttin’ little mo’ work on 
me, an’ little mo’ work, an’ no mo’ pay an’ leastwise 
I was gittin’ only five dollars a week an’ board. 


Up at fo’, work till dark, 

Wages han’ I’m the man, 
Lawd, twelve a month an’ board. 
Plenty to eat, place to sleep, 

All night to stray about, 

But nothin’ fer a feller to keep. 


An’ so I decided that wasn’t enough an’ ’bout that 
time I was back with the boys, havin’ lot o’ fun, 
drinking lot a liquor an’ goin’ off nights an’ stayin’ 
all night an’ would come back broke, buyin’ liquor, 
an’ the women takin’ the rest of my money. An’ 
so I lef’ her then an’ went to work for Mr. Mc- 
Grackin, another contractor, gradin’ out some 
property for real estate company. 


So I ’bout come to conclusion I would save some 
money an’ not git broke no mo’. So first Sat’day 
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pay-day I saved fifty cents an’ eve’y Sat’day din- 
ner I put fifty cents in my shirt pocket away from 
my other money so I wouldn’t spend it. I worked 
bout six months an’ bought nice clothes an’ begun 
to save one dollar a week. An’ so at end of these 
six months when I come home I wasn’t in hard luck 
an’ had good Sunday clothes an’ nice work clothes 
an’ ’bout twelve dollars in money. So when I quit 
that job I went to workin’ fer Osheenin Construc- 
tion Company, owned steam shovel, an’ he paid me 
one dollar and seventy-five cents a day workin’ 
round the shovel, scotchin’ wheels. So I saved some 
mo’. I didn’t have to pay no board an’ so I gave 
mama some of my money to keep. ’Bout that time 
I commence tendin’ church an’ Sunday-school, an’ 
my mother seemed mighty proud o’ me changing 
my ways an’ bein’ better boy than I started out 
to be. 


I worked with that job ’bout two months till he 
finished with it, an’ then I went with Wilkinson 
Brothers an’ made mortar. I worked there ’bout 
two months till they completed what they had to 
do. I got along well with them an’ I saved up ten 
or twelve dollars. Then I walked out ’bout ten 
miles an’ got job at rock crusher an’ worked three 
days. But me an’ foreman fell out an’ so he paid 
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me off an’ I lef’ an’ come back home. I couldn’t 
find nothin’ to do, an’ so I walked roun’ an’ finally 
found a feller said Mr. Nat Johnson needed a man 
for timber cutter an’ would pay big money. An’ 
so I worked there ’bout ninety days and saved right 
smart money, but lost heap shootin’ dice. The boys 
would play, specially on rainy days. Sometimes 
I’d be lucky, but mos’ of time I would lose an’ so 
was broke. 


When timber give out at this place, sawmill was 
moved up Rigsby road ’bout fo’ miles. So I went 
on with them an’ worked till I got tired workin’ in 
sawmill. Work I had to do was sich hard work, 
sich strainin’ work an’ so hard on my back. So I 
quit that an’ went over to a company that was put- 
tin’ in big reservoir pipe an’ got a job with them. 
I was boardin’ with fellow name’ Henry Bearly an’ 
so I went to pickin’ an’ shovelin’. An’ while I was 
boardin’ there I met girl I like an’ decided I’d 
marry an’ settle down an’ quit roamin’ round. 


My gal she’s a high bo’n lady; 
She’s dark but not too shady. 
All the mens fall fer that. 

My gal she’s a high bo’n lady. 
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So I worked a while an’ saved up little money an’ 
then my wife got sick an’ we moved back home an’ 
took all my money for doctors an’ medicine, an’ I 
didn’t have no friends much but my mama was still 
good to me. So I couldn’t git much of job round 
home but took whut I could git an’ didn’t know 
what to do to git money to pay bills. Then we had 
child born ’bout that time an’ that took more 
money. So I got in with some fellers makin’ whis- 
ky an’ stayed with them till we made several runs. 
Then I got me a little still of my own with capacity 
of fifteen gallons. An’ so I worked on job in day- 
time an’ on still at night. I’d git up "bout four 
o’clock after sleepin’ little an’ put whisky in fruit- 
jars an’ put in paste-board boxes an’ send out with 
my brother on delivery wagon. Done that for ’bout 
four months till my wife got better. She was stay- 
in’ with my mother. But the Law nearly got me 
again an’ so I stopped that an’ hunted up somethin’ 
else to work at. 


I went up-town, who should I meet? 
Fohty-eleven blue cats follerin’ after me. 
I ain’t done nothin’, why they follerin’ me? 
I ain’t done nothin’, can’t they let me be? 


So I worked at a dairy ’bout two and a half months, 
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but me an’ the milk-house foreman couldn’t git 
along, so I found another lumber company an’ got 
easy job firin’ engine. Worked there bout six 
weeks then found firin’ hurt my eyes an’ so I quit. 
Then I went to Enoch Lumber Company for five 
weeks, but me an’ lumber foreman couldn’t git 
along an’ so I quit there, too. 


But I had to work now ’cause I had family’ an’ my 
wife was always tellin’ me I was po’ provider an’ 
frettin’ me talkin’ ’bout other men bein’ better’n 
I was. So I found farmer runnin’ truck garden, 
but he work me too hard an’ didn’t give me but one 
dollar a day, an’ that wasn’t enough to support fam- 
ily, an’ so I quit that. 


Early in spring plowed that lan’; 

I ain't nothin’ but wages man; 

Nex’ down row with guano horn, 
Never work so hard since I been born. 
Little bit later, I swing that hoe 

An’ I'm a nigger can lead a row. 

White man, white man settin’ in shade, 
Laziest man that God ever made. 


I was in hard luck then an’ walked around tryin’ to 
find something to do an’ finally heard of a road 
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company over in ’nuther county, an’ worked there 
from March until July. Then they completed that 
job an’ went to Wilmington, but I didn’t go down 
there. 


Then I went to cut timber for man name Glasgow 
who had two weeks’ work. I stayed with him till 
he finished an’ then worked for T. C. Teeson and 
Company for two months. They wa’n’t payin’ 
much an’ had us diggin’ ditches twenty-four feet 
deep. One day it caved in an’ covered one boy up, 
an’ so I quit. 


’Bout that time I begin to feel my evil spirit risin’ 
an’ I was gittin’ ready for the road again, an’ so 
when I went home an’ found ’nuther man settin’ 
up to my wife I had turrible quarrel an’ fight an’ 
lef?’ home. From there I went back down into 
eastern part of state workin’ in camps an’ actin’ 
like a bad man. Sometimes I would be on road 
camp an’ sometimes lumber camp an’ got into out- 
law camps again. Then I quits hard work gangs 
while an’ sets out goin’ all over this land. 


I’m a natural bo’n ram’ler, an’ it ain’t no lie. 

I travels about on Monday night, 

I travels about when de moon is bright. 
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I travels about on Tuesday, too, 

I travels about when got nothin’ else to do. 

I travels about on Wednesday mo’n, 

Been travelin’ ever since I been bo’n. 

On Thursday I rambles round the town, 

Dey ain’t no Jane kin hol’ me down. 

Friday ketches me wid my foot in my han’, 
I’m de out-derndest traveler of any man. 
Sat’day’s de day I rambles fo’ sumpin’ to eat, 
Aw Sunday de day dis ram’ler sleeps. 
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WELL I TOLD MY CAPTAIN MY FEET WAS COLD, 

“GODDAM YO’ FEET, LET WHEELERS ROLL.” 

I TOLD MY CAPTAIN MY HANDS WAS COLD. 

““P0’ WATER ON FIRE, LET WHEELERS ROLL.” 

WELL, CAPTAIN, CAPTAIN, YOU MUST BE BLIN’, 

KEEP A-HOLLERIN’ AT ME, SKINNERS DAM 
NIGH FLYIN’. 

WELL, CAPTAIN, CAPTAIN, HOW CAN IT BE, 

WHISTLES KEEP BLOWIN’, YOU KEEP WORKIN’ 
ME? 

WELL, CAPTAIN, CAPTAIN, YOU MUS’ BE BLIN’. 

LOOK AT YO’ WATCH, SEE AIN’T IT QUITTIN’ 
TIME? 


OAD and construction camps. Railroad and 
highway scenes. Black drivers of mule teams. 
Six mule wheelers and Mike and Jerry teamed to a 
scoop. Black men and black songs. Builders of a 
material progress. Grading down hillsides. Tun- 
neling through mountains. Raising up buildings. 
Rain and shine, hot and cold. Good workmen and 
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bad. Hard-headed captain and walking boss. Camp 
shacks of wood and wire. Bed deckers and crowded 
tents. Shack-rouster and big boss. Long tables and 
eating room. 


HOW I LOVE THEM, HOW I LOVE THEM, 
GREASY GREENS, LAWD, GREASY GREENS. 


WELL, I WENT TO MY DINNER AT TWELVE 
o’CLOCK, 
LOOKED ON TABLE, FOHTY-FO’S WAS OUT. 


GET UP IN MORNIN’ WHEN DING DONG 
RINGS, 
LOOK AT TABLE, SEE SAME DAM’ THINGS. 


— 


WAS tellin’ bout rough outlaw camps an’ how 

I got in one first time I run off an’ went to work 
in camp, an’ worked in few more later. Well, the 
chiefest of big contractors runnin’ outlaw camps 
was Big Billy Bob, white man who had graveyard 
o’ his own. Reckon he had more’n five hundred 
mules an’ he graded big roads, railroads, national 
highways, dug out big lakes an’ big developments, 
dug big tunnels like Big Ben Tunnel where John 
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Henry died, an’ built big tunnel under Hudson 
River. 


Boys work fer him from all over worl’, come all way 
from Mississippi an’ Louisiana an’ Georgia an’ Ala- 
bama an’ Florida an’ South Carolina an’ Tennessee 
an’ jes’ eve’ywhere. He had small contractors tak- 
in’ sub-contracts under him. Sometimes boys 
would git tired workin’ in little camp an’ take no- 
tion they wanted to go to big camp, but we was 
mighty sorry after we got in. So they made up 
song ’bout Big Billy Bob: 


When I was up bottom, was doin’ pretty well; 
Now, I’m down here keichin’ Billy Bob Hell. 


Eve’ybody skeered of Big Billy Bob. Reason I 
say he had graveyard of his own was when he kill 
a man or somebody else in camp, like bad nigger I 
told ’bout kill one, they jes’ cover him up out in 
field, an’ that’s last of him. They say boys skeered 
to tell on ’em, skeered they be covered up too. Take 
all-day story to tell *bout Big Billy Bob an’ his 
camps. 


One day Big Billy Bob got mad at driver of big 
team of six red mules an’ pull out his gun to shoot 
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him, but boy seen him an’ dodge behin’ mule, an’ 
so he killed mule instead. 


If it hadn’t been fer red mule’s head, 
Big Bob Russell would ’a’ kill me dead. 
Ain’t but one man on job I fear, 

Big Billy Bob Russell don’t stop by here. 


I worked for man called Bill Smexer, used to be 
foreman for Big Billy Bob an’ I seen him kill a 
fellow one day. Foreman an’ driver fell out bout 
way he was drivin’. He spoke to boy ’bout drivin’ 
on edge of field an’ kep’ cussin’ boy. Boy took out 
gun an’ shot at foreman but missed him. Then 
boss shot ’im an’ hit in neck an’ broke it jes’ lak 
chicken’s neck. They covered him up in field. Big 
Billy Bob had ’way o’ sayin’ 


Kill a mule, buy another, 
Kill a nigger, hire another. 


*Nuther foreman for Big Bob was fellow named 

Gaxton down in Mississippi, buildin’ what is called 

lockin’ dam, one o’ Billy Bob’s jobs. He didn’t 

have no pay-day. Jes’ work all time an’ if you 

want clothes go to commissary an’ get ’em. Would 

fit you out an’ tell you to wear shoes an’ if you 
[112] 


Billy Bob Russell and Outlaw Camps 


didn’t wear ’em charge ’em to you jes’ same. Would 
say ‘Shoes an’ clothes here, if you don’t wear ’em 
ain’t my fault.” Then, he charge ’em jes’ same. 
If boss wanted to give you little money to spend, 
all right; but sho’ didn’t have no pay-day. Had 
big nigger called shack-rouster go roun’ with big 
stick wakin’ you up, an’ I’m tellin’ you, you better 
git up. He would holler: 


Eatin’ captain’s good grub an’ callin’ it junk, 
Layin’ in captain’s warm bed an’ callin’ bunk, 
Say, big nigger, can’t you rise? 


Well, you gonna git up whether you want to or not. 
One big nigger called Bama come in wid stick an’ 
say, ““Now three of us in dis room—jes’ three of us 
in here, you, me, an’ dis stick. Ain’t no room for 
all of us; hospital fer sick, graveyard fer the dead. 
Didn’t send fer you nohow, you come round sayin’ 
you could work. Sent for po’k an’ beans an’ you 
come pokin’ round here, you got to git up.” An’ 
’less’n you mean to kill somebody jes’ well to git up. 


I don’t want no trouble with de walker; 
I don’t want no trouble with de walker ; 
I jes’ want to go home, 
Lawd, I jes’ want to go home. 
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One time I worked for man name Bill Round who 
had shack-rouster from Atlanta, Georgia. One 
mo’nin’ one boy say to others in shack: 


“Well, boys, I’m gonna make it easy fer you an’ 
hard fer me. I ain’t goin’ out to-day.” 
So when big shack-rouster come an’ knock on door 
he say he ain’t goin’ to git up. So shack-rouster 
struck him on head with stick. An’ he say: 
“Don’t hit me no mo’ ’cause I ain’t goin’ out to- 
day.” 
So when shack-rouster hit him again he turn over 
an’ snatch fohty-five out from under his pillow an’ 
shoots him and then gits up from bed an’ takes 
shack-rouster’s gun an’ shoots him five mo’ times. 
He takes his pistol an’ shack-rouster’s pistol an’ 
loads ’em both an’ goes out in fiel’ an’ sets down 
an’ says: 
“Well, white folks, I knows you-all wants to have 
picnic.” 
He was signifyin’ he knowed they wants to ’rest 
him. He says to white folks he knows they ain’t 
gonna do nothin’ ’cause he’s gonna make it easy on 
other boys, hard on hisself. So he sets round all 
day smokin’ an’ sayin’ nothin’ an’ holdin’ his guns, 
an’ ’bout sundown he puts pistol to his head an’ 
blows his brains out. So they covered him up in 
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field, too, an’ that ended it ’cause nobody knowed 
where he come from an’ who he was. So he made it 
a little easier for other boys an’ hard for hisself, 
jes’ like he said, ’cause nex’ shack-rouster won’t be 
so dam’ iron-jawed. 


I worked fer white man named June Heever, run- 
nin’ No. 2 crusher, an’ he was principled up like 
this: eve’y colored man was no mo’ than dog, jes’ 
sumpin’ out there to work. He was jes’ cruel as 
he could be. An’ was some boys workin’ out there 
come from South Carolina was ’fraid of him. Some 
colored folks skeered of white man jes’ to see him, 
no matter how kind he is. Well, if they find one 
rough they skeered to death. This man never had a 
kind word to speak, I know, ’cause I worked at that 
job from time it started till completed. That was 
befo’ I got to travelin’ so fast. One time Mr. 
Sockey sent truck an’ fo’ colored men down to git 
some rock dust, an’ we had to load from big bend 
in crusher. Big bend was stopped up an’ we 
couldn’t git no dust. So colored driver ast him to 
send one of his men up to unstop big bend ’cause it 
was his business to do it. This colored man was 
called Frog Eye an’ so he ast him again. So fore- 
man cussed him out an’ he say: 

“Boss, ain’t no use talkin’ to me lak that.” 
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Then big foreman hit him wid pick handle an’ 
knock all skin off back of his head. Frog Eye 
started to pick up rock, an’ foreman hit him again, 
an’ so Frog Eye run off hard as he could back to 
camp. 


One day I was workin’ for this foreman helpin’ him 

with belt an’ belt slip. I couldn’t help it an’ he 

cussed me. Then I said to him: 

“T’ll do yo’ work, but you don’t have to cuss me. 

I ain’t afraid of you like the other boys.” 

He says, ‘““Who you talkin’ to?” 

I say, “I’m talkin’ to you an’ you can’t be beatin’ 

me up like you do other boys.” 

So he looks at me an’ I looks at him. So he toted a 

twenty-five ortermatic, an’ went over to his rain- 

coat an’ got his pistol an’ come back. So I had mine 

already ’cause I carried it hid under belt under my 

shirt an’ I said to him: 

“Tf you can’t treat me like a man even if I is black, 

I don’t keer nothin’ *bout you, an’ no other man 

ain’t got no principle.” 

“You dam’ nigger, you don’t mean to talk back to 

white folks like that, do you?” 

“Yes, you an’ all other white men on this job come 

befo’ me jes’ like gourd vine ’cause if you try to 

beat me up one or t’other of us gwine eat breakfast 
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or dinner in hell. Don’t matter to me which one 
of us it is.” 

So I told him I was gonna quit anyway, I couldn’t 
stand his junk. So he say he can’t pay me till pay- 
day, end of week. So I say to him when he fire me 
he gonna pay me, he’s gonna make me some money. 
Then foreman say: 

“Well, ain’t no use this dam’ foolishness, you got 
fretted an’ I got fretted. So you jes’ come on an’ 
work for me.” 

“That’s all right long as you treat me like a man, 
but if you make move to beat me up I’m gonna 
knock the heart out o’ you,” I says. 

An’ so he told me to work on, an’ we never had no 
troubles, an’ he said I was as good hand as anybody 
he ever had. But I never did joke or make pleas- 
ant with him. If he spoke pleasant to me I spoke 
pleasant to him, an’ if he speak short to me I speak 
short to him. 


But lot o’ boys he’d holler at an’ kick around callin’ 
’em ole black scoundrels, ole tar barrels, ole knotty 
heads, treat ’em worse’n convicts. I tole him I 
had a name an’ if he couldn’t call my name don’t 
say nothin’ to me. An’ so he always took time to 
call my name. Same ole foreman used to have pet 
named George, come from his home down in 
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Georgia, an’ he treat him fine ’cause he was home 
man an’ anyway would do eve’ything foreman 
wanted. 


Captain, captain, did you hear ’bout it? 
All you men gonna leave you nex’ pay-day? 


Captain, captain, you look mo’ lack farmer 
Than dam’ railroad man. 


Oh, Captain Redman mighty dam’ mean. 
He must ’a’ come from New Orleans. 


Well, you can’t do me lak you do po’ Shine, 
You take Shine’s money, but you can’t take 
mine. 


If I had my weight in lime, 
I'd whip my captain till I went stone blind. 


Not all foremen like this one. Worked for Mr. 
Haplane in camp; was jes’ fine man as I ever seen 
anywhere. He would call you by yo’ name an’ if 
he want you to hurry up a little he would come 
roun’ an’ say: 

“Well, boys, guess we better hurry up, big boss 
comin’ pretty soon. Big boss he gittin’ after us. 
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Don’t want you to work too hard ’cause I need you 
nex’ week, but better for all of us if we hurry ’em 
up a little.” 

Sometimes he ast me if I was sick an’ when I say, 
“No,” well then, he say: 

“Better pick em up. I got to hold my job same as 
you.” 

If I needed any money he would loan it to me, an’ 
if anything he could do he would do it. Would 
bring us cigarettes back from town an’ if we didn’t 
have none would let us smoke off’n him. He was 
mighty hard on you though if you cut up mules. 
He would say to us: 

“Boys, you can’t cut up my mules. Knee down to 
huff belong to you, but knee up belong to me. You 
can strike ’em wid leather below knee but if you 
can’t drive mules without ’busin’ ’em, drive ’em in 
shade an’ let ’em be. ’Nuther man can drive ’em.” 
He would make us curry mules every mo’nin’ an’ 
keep harness all greased up an’ bright. 


You ought to see crowd of us workin’ on big road 

camp. Sometimes maybe would be as high as 

thirty or fohty wheelers steppin’ in line, with three 

hooks an’ six loaders, an’ believe me we stepped 

about. One ole man, foreman, was so bad he didn’t 

keer fer nothin’, mules, men nor nothin’ else, jes’ 
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so he could see dirt piled up. Used to have some 
hot times. He would yell an’ cuss at boys. 
“All right, boys, bring them wheelers here—god- 
dam’. If you can’t bring mules, stop an’ unhitch 
’em an’ bring collars, got to have sumptin’. 


“Knock ’em an’ chop ’em, 
Side-wheel ’em an’ lock ’em, 
An’ don’t stop. 


“Bring ’em here an’ let wheelers roll—knock ’em in 
collar till they go stone blin’.” 
All day long boss walk up an’ down, hat off, 
scratchin’ his head an’ hollerin’: 
“Bring ’em here, goddam’, Jesus Chris’, bring ’°em 
in pace, take ’em back in gallup.” 
Mules an’ men rushin’ an’ sweatin’ an’ clankin’ an’ 
knockin’. Thirty wheelers an’ one loader for eve’y 
ten wheelers, an’ many time seen ’em knock him out 
an’ white-eye an’ have to git ’nuther loader. Had 
to fill wheelers up full an’ had to bring ’em full up 
an’ some on Johnson bar, an’ highball ’em ’cause 
that’s captain’s profit. ‘All right,” he holler: 
“Stack ’em up, if man in front can’t git out 0’ way 
drive over him. Dirt on field what I got to have.” 
Used to have big teams, sometimes six mules, front 
pair bein’ lead mules an’ two nex’ to wheelers swing 
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mules. Boys could swing leather line whip an’ 
knock mule off’n his feet easy lak lasso. Could hit 
lead mule wherever he want to, an’ mules had hard 
time, too. Seen ’em put mules’ eyes out that way. 
Boys used to sing: 


Hame string poppin’, collar cryin’, 

Knock ’em in collar till go stone blin’. 

Lead mule cripple, swing mule blin’, 
Knocked ’em in collar till he went stone blind. 


All day long in hot or rain, in dust or mud boys 
holler an’ jaw at one another: 

“Let dis team git mo’ collar than yo’s.” 

“Well, you have to unhook an’ let me take yo’ 
plugs.” 

“Dam it, put ’em in the shade, yo’ team done 
rivered.” 

All day long jokin’ an hollerin’, jawin’ an’ cussin’, 
singin’ an’ sighin’, an’ callin eve’y name in God’s 
worl’: Bitin’ Spider, Trottin’ Sallie, Stewball, 
Mollie, Hikin’ Jerry. Mike an’ Jerry was one of 
Big Bob’s hook teams. Was wild mules so full o’ 
ambition—always took bes’ mules in career fer 
hook teams. 


Seen Mike an’ Jerry kill boy one day. Boy had belt 
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on with ring so he could hook on to belt so he 
wouldn’t have to stoop down an’ pick up hook. So 
he put hook in belt one day, an’ team got skeered 
an’ broke an’ run away. Was on main line South- 
ern—an’ dragged po’ boy till jes’ wo’ him out. So 
boys made song: 


Mike an’ Jerry, 

Lawd, Mike an’ Jerry; 

Mike an’ Jerry, 

Yes, Lawdy, Mike an’ Jerry; 

Didn’t stop here to git no coal, 

Lawd, didwt stop here to git no coal. 
Well, dey hike from de Rome to Decatur, 
Well, dey hike from de Rome to Decatur, 
In one day, Lawd, in one day; 

Didn’t stop git coal, neither water, 
Hiked on by, Lovin’ Mamie, 

Well hiked on by, Lovin’ Mamie. 


Lovin’ Mamie was boy got killed ’s woman. Boys 
git hurt ridin’ wheelers an’ log truck, standin’ in 
pan, and other ways. Sometimes mule kick ’em, 
an’ sometimes git blowed up when blastin’. Some- 
times git sick an’ laid out an’ keep you at camp, or 
some of buddies take keer 0’ you, or some of boys’ 
women stayin’ in camp help you out. If can’t git 
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’way have to stay in camp till lice eat you up. I 
seen ’em lousy as hogs an’ sick as buzzards. 


Well, Captain, Captain, didn’t you say 
You wouldn’t work me in rain all day? 
Ain't it pity, ain’t it shame, 

Work me in hail, work me in rain. 

O Lord Captain, you hurt my feelin’s, 
But I won't let on, I won’t let on. 
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| es time with construction gangs and road 
camps. Tall tales and joree-jaw, morning, 
noon and night. Alternating with thick silence and 
sullenness. Saturday afternoons, evenings and 
nights. Sundays, holidays and weather-enforced 
idleness. Besides deep sleep, eating and joreeing, 
three major drives—drinking, gambling and women. 
Native quests for satisfaction, adventure and sex 
love. Hide-and-seek with the “Law.” Black 
Ulysses patron saint of the three black graces. 


SATISFIED, TICKLED TO DEATH, 

BOTTLE OF WHISKY ON MY SHELF. 

SUNDAY MORNING LAYING IN BED, 

NO NIGGER WIFE TO BOTHER MY HEAD. 
WHISKY AND JUG MY BIGGEST BEST FRIEND, 
AND MY LONG WEEK’S WORK IS AT ITS END. 


LOSE, LOSE, I DON’T KEER. 
IF I WIN, WIN LAK A MAN. 
IF I LOSE ALL MY MONEY, 
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I’LL BE GAMBLIN’ FER MY HONEY. 

LOST FOHTY-ONE DOLLARS TRYIN’ TO WIN A 
DIME. 

EVERY MAN PLAY A TOUGH LUCK GAME SOME- 
TIME. 


GOIN’ UP-TOWN, GOIN’ DOWN MAIN 

LOOKIN’ FER WOMAN AIN’T GOT NO MAN. 
SATISFIED, SATISFIED 

GOT MY HONEY BY MY SIDE, 

AN’ ’'M JUST FROM COUNTRY COME TO TOWN, 
A TOOLOO SHAKER FROM MY HEAD ON DOWN. 


Ss 


ELL, like I was describin’, camp life mighty 

hard on us boys, an’ boys ain’t scarcely civi- 
lized. Do mos’ anything. Still have to have good 
time an’ we forgets it all when we gits plenty of 
liquor. Like I say, we gits rough an’ ready, but 
got to have it. Got to work, got to fight. 


Ever see bear cat hug a lion? 

No, good God, no. 

Well, whisky make rabbit hug a lion. 
Yes, good God, yes. 
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Well, I’m some red shadow myself when I gits my 
sheer roastin’-ear milk. Like I said I can sho’ step 
on my box when I’m fohty with de cleaver. Also 
when I’m ’bout fohty with de brakes on I’m hard 
as blue steel. When I’m half split "bout high as 
Georgia pine, goddam, I can peep through muddy 
water an’ see dry land. 


Jes’ let me git alcohol behind my eyes, good-God- 
a-mighty I’m right wid the world, rockin’ in the 
Slime. But I ain’t much if I jes’ had one shot, deal- 
in?’ with a nubbin. An’ I’m always hollerin’, 
“Eve’ybody git one, let’s go git one.” Half time I 
sings, half time I talks an’ cusses if I ain’t quarrel- 
in’ an’ fightin’. 


One reason we sticks by camp, ’scusin’ we already 
got the habit an’ don’t know much else, is freedom 
to git liquor an’ women. Easy to git whisky all 
right.. Eve’y pay-day bootleggin’ whisky hustler 
come out day befo’ an’ ask us how we like to have 
a drink. He say we can git it at fifty cents a drink, 
or maybe dollar an’ half a pint. So he come back 
bout dinner-time Sat’day an’ parks his car off from 
camp. He has buddy who comes up an’ sees if any 
Law around. So if ain’t no Law, they drive down 
on edge of woods. Some buy half-gallon, some jes’ 
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buy drink. Womens buy one gallon or two gallons 
so they can sell it Sunday mo’nin’ round the camp. 
Bootlegger stay round an’ ain’t long till he sells out 
an’? goes back to town like black buzzard with 
bell on. 


Sometimes we go straight to shack an’ drink, some- 
times git behind bushes or in career o’ mules. If 
we have women in camp we drinks with them, an’ 
has good time, lawdy, lawd! Sometimes we goes to 
walkin’ from shack to shack, shootin’ craps an’ 
gamblin’. If we gits good drunk likely to act like 
desperado. Crowd 0’ boys be playin’ skin game an’ 
we likely to come up an’ stick up whole game with 
gun or do sumpin’ jes’ to be bad. Sometimes women 
gits drunk an’ raise hell, fightin’ the men, with 
razor an’ knives. Woman ’bout half lit up go walk- 
in’ through camp talkin’ and chatterin’. Maybe she 
go hugsome man. Her regular man come out ’bout 
that time an’ call her. She starts cussin’ him an’ 
starts to fightin’. Ill tell *bout some o’ these 
women little later. 


Well boys git to gamblin’ good, always talkin’ ’bout 
gamblin’ for women. Seem to think women good 
spirit when they shoots dice. 
“Hit ’em a lick, dices, move Ada, when yo’ month’s 
up.” 
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““My gal needs shoes, hot dog dices.” 

“My gal needs new dress, told me if I be lucky 
shoot my hand.” 

““My gal loan me money to play this coon can.” 
“Seven in dis one—don’t crap, dice, ’cause my 
baby’s out o’ coal.” 

“T know I can make this fo’, ’cause I been goin’ wid 
Rosa fo’ years.” 

“Goin’ wid my gal nine years done wo’ out ninety- 
nine pair shoes.” 

“Well, you dam’ niggers couldn’t make eight with 
pencil. I know you can’t make it with dice.” 


Well, I seen as many as sixty in one game, some 
settin’ down, some standin’ up lookin’ on an’ side 
biddin’. All sorts o’ times an’ places, on the ground 
with fire built round, on street, in old houses, jes’ 
anywhere. One crowd play in nit game bettin’ five 
cents, ’nuther crowd runnin’ big game bet anything 
can work up to. I seen game with maybe thousand 
dollars in it, and Lawd knows how much fightin’ 
and cussin’. They calls little game Knittin’ Crew or 
Nit Crew. Can bet from a penny up. Big fellers 
called Highway Rollers bet fifteen-twenty dollars. 
Skin game mighty rough—can’t play for talkin’ and 
quarrelin’ an’ fightin’. Nothin’ like it for gang 0’ 
niggers. At home sometimes nigger steals my dices 
an’ cards an’ J acts like wild hyena. 
es 
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“Hello, nigger, le’s go to the game this evening.”’ 
“Where ’bouts?”’ 
“Over on the hillside.” 
“What kind of a game?” 
“Skin game, you know.” 
“How much you got to put in the game?” 
“Five dollars.” 
“Hell, that’s not enough.” 
“You are a dam’ fool, how much you got?” 
“T have ten dollars.” 
“Well, we can have a good game. Get the cards 
then and let’s meet the dam’ gang.” 
“Deal the jack of di’mon’s, that’s my card.” 
“Bet your money, go to hell.” 
“Put your money where your mouth is.” 
“Tt is down, turn them dam’ cards you have fell.” 
“Put that cold iron down, you cold black shine; low 
it and you won’t owe it.” 
“Hello, old strumpet, let me have a buck. I will 
lend you a helping hand some day.” 
“What the hell you think Iam? A durn bank?” 
“Bet your money, boys.” 
“One dollar more I am broke.” 
“Maybe your mama got something, old goddam 
nigger.” 
“You say that again I will blow your dam’ brains 
out with this thirty-two I got here.” 
[132] 


Gambling for My Honey 


“Dam” your gun and you too.” 

“T am goin’ home.” 

“Well, you ought to have been gone long time, old 
bastard.” 

“What in the devil is you got to do with me goin’ 
anywhere?” 

“Well, you bitches let me win all of your money. 
Well, I hope to see you all when you got more 
money to lose. Me and my gal can live all of nex’ 
week off yo’ all money.” 


Oh, Lawd! 

Jes’ two cards in the deck I love. 
Lawd, the Jack o’ Diamonds 
An’ the Ace o’ Clubs. 


Oh, Lawd! 

Stopped here to play jes’ one mo’ game. 
Lawd, Jack o’ Diamonds 

Petered on my hand. 


Well, ain’t no end to it. ’Nuther crowd jes’ same in 
some ole outhouse. 

“Well, how much you shoot?” 

“Any amount—Rockymount.” 

“Low yo’ iron, you coal-black shine. 
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“Down it an’ git round it. 
Low it, an’ you won't owe it.” 


“Bet up or shet up 
Pick ’em up or stick ’em up.” 


“Vou ain’t broke me till yow broke the bank. Tl 
bet you as long as goose goes barefooted.” 

“Quit, stop, I say. Don’t you hear some one’s at 
that do’?” 

“Oh, Lawd, have mercy, they’ve got us at last.” 
“Well, why don’t you niggers stop all that fuss? If 
you wasn’t shootin’ craps they would think so. 
Now you done give eve’ything away.” 

“Why don’t you open that do’?” 

“Well, if you want it open, you better come an’ 
open it yo’self.” 

“Say, you niggers better stop jumpin’ out. Guess 
I better go out that winder myself.” 


An’ there was nobody at the door. 


Well, plenty o’ women hustlers, same as whisky 

hustlers. Sometimes whole load of ’em come out 

Sat’day evenin’. Most men hangin’ round camp 

don’t have many clothes an’ can’t go to town so 

they glad to have women come to the camp. Men 

give ’em mos’ anything to keep company with ’em. 
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Womens knows how to entertain ’em an’ git all 
their money. Know all about ’em. I knowed 
women come to camp Sat’day dinner an’ stay till 
Sunday night, go back town with hundred dollars 
an’ sometimes mo’. I seed woman one time enter- 
tain seven fellers in less’n half-hour, git their money 
an’ send ’em off to sleep or gamblin’ for mo’ money. 


Women tell me they knows how to take keer 0’ 
theyselves. Some of ’em have little flowers called 
May Butter an’ they eats dat. Some of ’em mix 
dirt dobber nest with whisky an’ quinine an’ that 
play hell with any situation. But good-God-a- 
mighty I don’t have much to do with no camp 
women. Full o’ diseases as hog is of lice. Least- 
wise I has my own womens like I tell you bout 
next. 


Baby’s in Memphis lyin’ round 
Waitin’ fer dollah I done found. 


Well, I pawn my watch an’ pawn my chain, 
Pawn eveything but my gold diamond ring. 


Well, come an’ go to sweet Tennessee 

Where the womens live at ease, 

Where the rounders do as they please. 

Lawd, come an’ go to sweet Tennessee. 
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LACK Ulysses on his way encounters no God- 

dess Minerva to transport him in his struggles 
and sufferings, no Princess Nausicaa to court his 
favors, no divine Calypso to share with him her im- 
mortality. But Scylla and Charybdis on every hand 
and black sirens whose songs he heard and bent his 
ear and stayed his wanderings. Nor bound he his 
arms and limbs, nor remembered any Penelope back 
home waiting his return. Rather he found many 
heroines of his own kind, objects of his quests and 
innumerable songs. Black Ulysses sojourning in 
many cities. Pastmaster in the perfect technique of 
approach, appeal and cunning. Finished formality 
and easy-going ways blended with great patience 
and persistence. A long story, faithful to a 
type experience challenging adequate description. 
Ulysses pictured among his women a Ulysses of 
characteristic mode. A high stepper and blue dres- 
ser. A story with rising action. 

SH 
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HAD some mighty fine women. Fust one was 

Abbie Jones, "bout Ioway Street. Nex’ was in 
Missouri, Jennie Baker, Susan Baker’s daughter. 
Nex’ one St. Louis, lady called Beulah Cotton, Pete 
Cotton’s daughter. Nex’ one was in Eas’ St. Louis, 
her name Sylvia Brown. Nex’ one I had in Poplar 
Bluff, one dat took my money an’ went off. Nex’ 
Laura, she’s in Memphis, Tennessee, she’s ’nuther 
took my money and gone. Jes’ lay down, went to 
sleep, jes’ took money and gone. Wake up some- 
times broke an’ hungry, they jes’ naturally take my 
money. Nex’ woman was at Columbia, South Caro- 
lina, bout las’ regular one I had, Mamie Willard, 
mother and father dead. ’Co’s these women I’m 
talkin’ ’bout finer sort, an’ ’scusin’ them I married, 
an’ tellin’ bout later. Other kinds o’ sweethearts 
I can git plenty of if I got money. If I ain’t got 
none I’se sometimes lonesome, but not always, 
cause sometimes they feel sorry fer you an’ treat 
you mighty fine anyway. Had so many can’t count 
‘em. Take me till day after to-morrow to tell ’bout 
‘em. Find fifteen or twenty in different cities, an’ 
I been in a heap o’ cities. New Orleans best place 
to find most fastest, mo’ freer women. Person find 
gang of ’em in minute. Everybody say New Or- 
leans’ womens kindes’-hearted an’ most lovin’. 
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Most o’ the fellers ramblin’ around don’t ’sociate 
with the best intelligent girls. Guess you can’t call 
our low-down on that ’cause we sho’ gonna need a 
lovin’ babe to tell our troubles to. Lots o’ times I 
be in strange city, jes’ come to town. Ain’t got no 
money, ain’t got no friends. So I see nice-lookin’ 
lady at station or on street on my way lookin’ fer 
place to stay or maybe some work to do. So I ask 
her name an’ street number an’ address. Then I 
asks her if she’s got a friend. Sometime she say 
“ves” an’ sometimes she say ‘“‘no.” So I say ’m 
in town, lonesome an’ want a friend, so what about 
us bein’ friends? I say I’m a man makes good 
money an’ know how to get it, but jes’ now jes’ 
happen to be out an’ lonesome boy. 


Pity po’ boy ’way from home, 

Good old boy jes’ ain’t treated right. 
No need o’ babe to throw me down, 
A po’ little boy jes’ come to town. 


Well, if she let me be her friend I go stay with her. 

Easy to do ’cause nobody snoopin’ round or mindin’ 

our business as usual thing. Well, I stay with her 

while an’ sweethearts with her. She ask me if I 

ever hustles any whisky. I says, “Yes, sometimes.” 

Well, she say fer me to git her some an’ maybe we 
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pick up some easy money. So I asks her which way 
bootleggers come in. She say down on Ellers Street 
an’ fer me to hang around and git some fer her. I 
say ’bout how much, an’ she say ’bout a gallon an’ 
gives me money fer it. 


So I takes her the gallon and maybe I’ll git me a job 
or maybe I'll have good luck with my gamblin’ 
spell. So I goes back an’ I says, “Well, I had good 
luck. I told you I could git good money but you 
wouldn’t believe me.”” So I may make fifty dollars 
or one hundred dollars, an’ I gives her half 0’ this to 
show her what a fine feller Iam. 


Well, she says to me she ain’t no slow poke herself. 
She taken three gallon whisky cost ’bout six or 
seven dollars an’ caught some soft guys. She kiss 
em and love ’em an’ git ’em all lit up an’ throw ’em 
fer three or fo’ dollars apiece an’ still got most o’ 
her liquor left. Well, we have good times over dat 
till I gits tired of her an’ gits her money and moves 
on. Of course while I’se sweetheartin’ with her I 
got to keep away from other women. If she find 
me foolin’ round ’em, she likely to give me hot time, 
maybe cut me up. 


One time I was in Greensboro on visit an’ I met 
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girl at station. She spoke to me. I spoke to her. 
Isay I’m stranger. She ask me where I come from. 
I tell her Baltimore, ’cause they think heap mo’ of 
you if you been travelin’ bout. ’Co’s I come from 
Durham, there ’cause I was jes’ beginning to travel. 


So I say Id like a friend and place to stay. She 
say she like friends too. I say I may be here month. 
I’m a feller can do anything and capable of good 
money. So she say come on over to her room. Most 
womens have room to selves, so company can come 
in. So she fixed me nice bed an’ all, an’ I stayed 
round two days. Then I says how ’bout lettin’ me 
have a nickel note or a double son. I means a five- 
dollar bill or ten-dollar bill, an’ I tells her if I be 
lucky I come back. So I come back, an’ she give 
me mo’ money an’ taken likin’ to me. So I stayed 
there two or three weeks, an’ didn’t work none an’ 
didn’t do nothin’ but drink whisky an’ borrow 
money. 


Now good-lookin’ man can git home anywhere 
he go; 
Reason why is the women tell me so. 
Reason I love my baby so, 
Eve’y time she make five dollars 
She give her daddy fo’. 
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Sometimes I ask ’em if they like to drink, an’ they 
say yes. Well I ask ’em if they ever practise bein’ 
sweet to a person, an’ maybe they say yes they like 
to be pleasant. So I says I'll do to be pleasant to, 
an’ so they git pretty soft on me an’ always anxious 
fer strange feller. 


Then sometimes I don’t find no friend an’ so I go 
with feller to regular barrel club. Three or four 
girls have fifteen-twenty men callin’ on ’em. One 
time I seen one woman drunk an’ dozen niggers all 
callin’ on her at one time. They starts to arguing, 
fightin’, shootin’, cuttin’ an’ sho’ did have a hell of 
a mix-up that night. ’Nuther time was three girls 
and ’bout ten men an’ they put one fellow out. He 
swore he’d set house on fire, started shootin’, an’ 
they put lights out an’ had terrible time. That boy 
say woman was his woman an’ he’d have her that 
night there else he’d have her in hell next night. 


Well, ’'m gonna start graveyard of my own 
If you dowt, ole nigger, let my woman alone. 


Well, jes’ lak I said—Lawd, hundred won’t start 

*em—hundreds an’ hundreds. I was with eight dif- 

ferent women one week an’ [heard boys tell one day 

they had as high as fifteen-twenty in week. An’ 
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then again I knowed eight boys fightin’ over one 
woman from sundown one day till nex’ mornin’. 
Well, boys biddin’ ’gainst one ’nuther an’ womens 
mighty well off—maybe they take eighty or ninety 
dollars an’ give it all to some other feller they taken 
a likin’ to. 


Well, I always have way with women, an’ can 
keep up with the boys an’ girls too. Seem lak they 
like you mo’ if you been married. Leastwise didn’t 
make no difference with ’em if you be married or 
if they be married, ’scusin’ mo’ better women like 
I told ’bout befo’. ’Co’s heap o’ fights an’ shootin’ 
goin’ on, but I never did git caught ’cept one time 
ole wife of mine had man shoot me but didn’t put 
me on no coolin’ board, like I'll tell bout later. 


Of course feller have to be on to these women ’cause 
they mighty slick. Beat you out your money an’ 
steal it off’n you befo’ you know it. One time 
woman took ten dollars off me. I wasn’t drunk but 
she taken money out my pocket an’ I don’t no mo’ 
know when she took it than nothin’. She lovin’ me 
all sorts 0’ ways an’ she sho’ slick. 


I tell her she got to give me my money. She lie to 
me an’ swear she ain’t got none o’ my money. Sol 
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says to her if she don’t give me my money I’m 
gonna frail very hell out o’ her with chair. She say 
mighty sweet-like she know her daddy won’t hurt 
her. I say no I won’t hurt her, I jes’ beat hell out 
o’ her, an’ I don’t keer what they do tome. Sol 
reaches out an’ grabs chair an’ start after her, an’ 
she sho’ give me back my ten dollars. Bout that 
time I’m leavin’. 


Well, womens is mighty smart—hide money in 
their hair an’ anywhere you can’t find it. Sho’ do 
git ‘way with country nigger jes’ come to town. 
Got kind o’ powder put on ’em so when country boy 
kiss or hug ’em goes clean crazy. Don’t know 
where they git it, but sho’ run feller crazy. Well, 
one 0’ these boys like myself when I started out 
come to town. Good-lookin’ woman ask him if he 
don’t want to have good time and so she gits him 
drunk an’ say he beat anybody lovin’ she ever see. 
An’ so he falls for it, an’ she take his money an’ 
then say to him she need pair shoes. So he go gits 
some mo’ money, an’ maybe she keep him fooled 
for two or three months. At same time ’nuther man 
she givin’ all this money to be foolin’ her. 


One kind of black lady I ought to tell "bout, mos’ 
freest-hearted, good-natured, but sho’ got temper 
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like whirlwind too. In my day I been knowin’ heap 

of ’em. Large fat ladies an’ black as ace o’ spades. 
Always helpin’ somebody out o’ trouble, always 
laughin’ an’ smilin’ an’ eve’ywhere they is needed. 
Will take feller an’ keep him an’ Jove him. Will 
bring him food an’ hide him when he’s in trouble. 
Ain’t no limit to trouble they do for you and 
amount of lovin’ can give feller. Mos’ colored folks, 
men an’ women both, likes high browns an’ yellows 
an’ leaves the black women out. But they sho’ 
got mo’ endurance and mo’ good to fellow than 
others. That’s why I likes to keep ’em in my mind 
when I’m travelin’ round. Always know where to 
find friend. 


Some o’ these creepers an’ rounders more smarter 
’n mos’ women. Sho’ do fool ’em. I done learned 
trick myself long time ago. I hides my money in 
bottom o’ my shoe or some place. I out-talks ’em 
an’ I plays all sorts o’ tricks on ’em, how to beat 
’em. Howsomever I done learned my tricks by 
loosin’ heap first. One o’ my bes’ tricks is to flash 
Michigan roll o’ bills on ’em. Way I do it is to 
take ’bout five one-doilar bills and one five-dollar 
bill, take newspaper or something an’ cut same 
size as bills. Then I rolls three one-dollar bills on 
inside and five-dollar bill an’ other dollar bills 
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on outside. Looks like I got bout five hundred 
dollars. 


So I say to woman she can see I knows how to 
throw my money. Well, I tears off couple one-dol- 
lar bills an’ throws ’em at her an’ leaves five-dollar 
bill showin’. She goes an’ tells folks *bout my 
money. I tell her I’se plasterer or maybe brick 
mason makin’ big money. She say fer me to lend 
her ’nuther dollar, an’ I say sho’, an’ shows her top 
five-dollar bill an’ say that’s smallest I got. So I 
got her fooled. She’s good woman, hard workin’ 
an’ makin’ good money, so she won’t beg me for my 
money. So I tells her if I stay with her she can 
have that roll. She say she never do nothin’ like 
that. 


So I goes an’ hires me nice-lookin’ car an’ tells her 
it belongs to me an’ I’ll sho’ take keer of her if she 
needs me. So I keeps on and she jes’ naturally fall 
forme. An’ so I stays on with her asking her to let 
me keep her money. Then after I gits her money 
an’ ruint her I’m gone from there. 


Still I don’t pay ’em no min’ ’cause women can beat 

men double-crossin’—jes’ won’t be straight. Al- 

ways do something crooked in spite of eve’ything. 
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Las’ week I seen man locked out his house by 
woman. He come whoopin’ an’ hollerin’ an’ cryin’ 
like a baby, sayin’ if she don’t let him in he gonna 
kill some nigger. Well, she let man with her out 
back do’ an’ so sweet on her regular man sayin’ she 
didn’t know it was her sweet daddy tryin’ to git in. 
Well, I'd ship that woman. Fool man standin’ out- 
side blubberin’ like a little baby. She jes’ do him 
anyway. I’d break her dam’ neck if I was goin’ 
with her. I’d put that thing on her an’ she wouldn’t 
monkey with me but once. 


Don’t never git one woman on yo’ min’; 

Keep you in trouble all time. 

Buddy, let me tell you what nigger woman do, 

She have ’nuther man an’ play sick on you. 

Well, oh my baby, you don’t know my mind: 

When you think I’m lovin’ you, I’m leavin’ 
you behind. 
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|For ala in Southern towns and cities, Negro 
quarters teeming with life. Evening song and 
Blues. Pianos jangling with phonograph concerts. 
Much coming and going to and fro. Light-hearted 
and talkative Negroes alongside silent and sullen 
souls. Fine clothes of the Jew and perfumes of 
Arabia. Loud talking and easy walking. Dancing 
and banjo singing. Rising action till late into the 
night. Sound slumbers and a world of work and 
struggle forgotien in a deep sleep. Black Ulysses a 
veteran two-timer moving on to new places. A 
little-scarred love-legionnaire a part of all that he 
had fought. Holding his own with zest in the midst 
of sex conflict and strife—heat, passion and ruth- 
less survival. Blood and pearls, razors and hearts. 
Now New Orleans, now Vicksburg, now Memphis, 
now north again to Cincinnati or Detroit or Chi- 
cago and back “home.” Black man and blind urge. 


Son, 
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AIN’T gonna ’low no woman to two-time me 

if I knows it, an’ if I two-times some girl, up 
to her to take keer herself same as I do. One time 
bout 1922 I had good job up at Charlotte keepin’ 
table for wheelers in big camp an’ made good 
money. I had truck go in town bring back load 
fellows to work. I had woman in town, an’ she 
come out an’ stay with me most of time. One day 
she ask me for hundred dollars, an’ I give it to 
her. She don’t do nothin’ but git on that truck an’ 
start to town. I told her not to go, but she don’t 
pay me no min’. So she goes to town an’ got in 
‘nother feller’s Buick car, speedin’ round an’ got 
rid of all that hundred dollars. 


Well, she come back that evenin’ an’ told me she 
want twenty dollars. I ask her what she wanted 
to do with it. She says it’s none o’ my business. I 
tells her I ain’t got no twenty dollars to give her. 
So she told me somebody else would give it to her, 
an’ I told her she better go git it. So she made 
third trip to camp an’ ask me again fer money 
sayin’ she gonna quit me less’n I give it to her. 


I told her she better go on an’ let me alone before 

I kill her. I say she sho’ better be leavin’ me. She 

got madder an’ madder, an’ say I ain’t gonna treat 
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her like that after all the layin’ down she done 
fer me. So she run at me like she gonna cut me 
open or sumpin’. I didn’t know what she mean to 
do ’cause I seen them women git mad an’ raise 
cain with razors or switch-blade knife an’ cut yo’ 
heart out. So I busted into her with both fists 
an’ knocked her down, blood runnin’ out her mouth 
an’ nose. I stand there lookin’ at her sayin’ she 
oughta been dead an’ in hell long time ago. Men 
scared to pick her up an’ hate to see her layin’ 
there. So I walks off, an’ they takes her to hospital, 
an’ I reckon she got well. Leastwise I lef’ there for 
Pennsylvania nex’ day an’ never heard of her since. 


But talkin’ ’bout two-timin’ an’ fightin’, take 
woman to raise sho’-’nough hell when she git right 
with *nuther woman. Use outdashioniest names 
and turriblest language I ever hear. Heap mo’ 
rougher than men. Oh, my Lawd, talk so fast an’ 
so rough, use ever name anybody ever hear of: 
alley bat, ole strumpet, black wench, dam’ street- 
walker, wild tigress, goddam’ cow. All time swear- 
in’ an’ stompin’ an’ fumin’ an’ sometimes cuttin’ 
an’ shootin’ an’ pullin’ hair an’ gougin’ eyes. 


Sometimes they meaner when they’s quieter. I had 
ole gal at Memphis, Tennessee, was that way. She 
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taken likin’ to me an’ always fussin’ over me same 
as if I was professor or saint or somebody, ’cause 
*bout that time I was dressin’ like a high spo’t. I 
was keepin’ her up an’ she come over on pay-day 
same as other girls pettin’ men round end of week. 
Well one Sat’day she come up an’ see me talkin’ 
to ’nuther girl. So she ask me whut I am doin’ 
talkin’ to that other woman, an’ I told her she 
call me over there. So she goes over to talk to 
other woman an’ tells her to let her man alone. 
Other girl tells her if she can’t git down low enough 
to hold her man then she can. 


So my girl don’t say nothin’ but goes over home 
an’ borrows razor. Then she come back an’ say to 
other woman: 

“Well, I reckon you think you got my man.” 
“Yes, an’ I said if yo’ can’t git down low enough, 
TI can.” 

“Well, Pll tell you it'll be long time befo’ you be 
able to git down low enough again.” 

An’ so she cut her to death with the razor an’ 
broke off new pearl-handle’ razor in girl’s side, an’ 
that finished her. 


I had ’nuther girl in New Orleans thought heap o’ 
me. One day girl told her that her friend Mary 
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was double-crossin’ her an’ bitin’ her in back. She 
told her she seen me at Mary’s, an’ that I stayed 
Sunday night with her. So she comes over an’ asks 
Mary ’bout it, an’ Mary gits mad. 

“If that’s yo’ man, better pin him to yo’ side.” 
“Well, you leave him alone.” 

“Tf he flag my train sho’ gonna let him ride.” 
“Well, he don’t keer nothin’ fer you, you needn’t 
be talkin’ so big.” 

“Well, I can beat you gittin’ down—anyway that’s 
whut he say.” 

Then they starts to fightin’, usin’ kitchen stool, and 
dishes, pullin’ hair, tearin’ clothes. Mary grabs 
kitchen knife, an’ my girl reaches over to git ice 
pick, an’ they jes’ bout to dig into faces an’ necks 
when Law comes in an’ stops fight. 


Men fight ’bout women same as women fight ’bout 
men, only mo’ so. Looks like always fightin’. I 
been in some fights myself but not bad like some 
I seen. Las’ year feller named Fred Johnson and 
Willie Williams both goin’ with same girl. Willie 
Williams was good hard-workin’ boy raised in 
town, but nobody know where Fred Johnson come 
from. Well, they fell out over girl. Both goin’ with 
same girl. Both had their clothes over there. Well, 
Fred got mad ’cause Willie took girl to show. 
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“Well, Fred, you think you got my water on.” 
“Ves, dam you, got it on three ways—hot, cold and 
dirty. I would holler but this dam’ town too small. 
I’m ’bout half high as Georgia pine.” 

Then he slip up behind Willie with switch-blade 
knife an’ cut his head clean off. Willie walk ’cross 
street an’ die like a hog. 

Well, that nigger went to runnin’ and hide out in 
field. Police can’t seem to find him. He gets word 
to a buddy and say: 

“Well, did I get hime” 

ie Vieo 7? 

“Well, I meant to git him. Dam his black soul.” 
Well folks afraid of him, but officers finally got 
him, and he said he never seen so many dam’ men 
come after one man befo’. He was a bad egg. 
Stayed in chain gang while. One day he knocked 
guard in head, an’ ’nuther guard shot him, an’ that 
was the last 0’ him. 


’Nuther fellow I remember got in big fight over 
women was “Bad Eye.”’ One eye been shot out in 
poker game. One time down in Mississippi I 
worked with him. He treated me fine, call me 
buddy. So he tells me to come on an’ go over town 
with him for liquor and women. So he tells me 
boys over there right rough an’ ask me ain’t I got 
no gun. So he got me thirty-eight special, an’ he 
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took him two guns along. So we gits half drunk 
an’ goes on over to see his girl. So he goes to do’ 
an’ calls girl an’ says he got sumpin’ to tell her. 
’Nuther man answers him from inside: 

“Say, ole nigger, better tell me what you got to 
say.” 

“Well, you tell my girl to come to the do’.” 
“That woman ain’t comin’ to no do’.” 

“Well, she’s my woman.” 

““Maybe she is yo’ woman, but look who’s got her 
now.” 

“Well, Pll kill her if she don’t come out.” 
“Well, Dl kill her if she do.” 

So po’ girl don’t know what to do. Bad Eye was 
bad boy, so he start to shootin’, an’ Law come up, 
an’ he say he gonna stick by his buddy. So we 
slips off in dark an’ hear nex’ day that Bad Eye 
done killed his man. 


Went up-town wid my hat in my han’, 
“Good mornin’, Jedge, done killed my man, 
Didn’t quite kill him, but I fixed him so, 


He won't bother with me no mo’.” 


’*Nuther feller named Pete fell out with man over 
a girl, an’ I heard him say to man: 
“Tf you be livin’ in the mornin’ it be because sum- 
pin’ God intended.” 
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‘Well, she’s my girl and she’s three times seven 
an’ can take care of herself.” 

‘Well, I’m gonna kill you jes’ the same.” 

So he gits shotgun an’ shoots him through the stom- 
ach an’ throw pieces of liver big as half-dollar. 
Other boy falls an’ says: 

“Pete, what makes you shoot me?” 

“Well, goddam it, die an’ prove it,” an’ that nigger 
gits away sayin’: 


Look out, nigger, hold up you han’. 
Waited long time, but got my man. 
You got de gal, I got you, 

Devil git us both befo’ we git through. 


*Nuther fight over girl is what name’ street Death 

Alley. Dade McNut and Bob Hunt fell out over 

girl named Nattydon. This girl was double-crossin’ 

an’ two-timin’ ’em. One day both fellers happen 

to come same time. So they got to quarrelin’ an’ 

fussin’. 

“Tf you feel mistreated bout what I done, support 

yo’ dam’ self.” 

“Tf you feel froggy ’bout what I say, come on in 

my pond.” 

An’ so they start shootin’. 

Dade shoots Bob, an’ he falls over an’ grabs gun 
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an’ shoots Dade. Named street Death Alley ’cause 
both die. 


Turn me over, baby, turn me over slow; 

Maybe las’ time, I don’t know. 

If you gonna be my honey, don’t you two-time 
me. 

If you gonna be my mama, have one man ’stead 
o’ three. 

Don’t you try to two-time me. 


Women always quarrelin’ an’ fightin’ with one 
’nuther. Men always shootin’ an’ cuttin’ up selves. 
Then seems like men an’ women always quarrelin’ 
*mong theyselves. Mighty sweet at first, then git 
to quarrelin’ an’ fightin’. I guess I’m worse’n any- 
body. Seem like some devil git in me an’ I feel 
my hell a-risin’ with eve’y woman I git with. Las’ 
week I was mighty sweet on woman named Eliza 
Moon. Then she git to wantin’ all my money, an’ 
I say I ain’t gonna buy no pig in a sack. Then 
she say I oughta know by this time I ain’t buyin’ 
no pig in a sack, an’ she gits mad, an’ I gits mad. 
“Well, . . . Iam not going to give you any mo’ of 
my money.” 
“Well, keep yo’ dam’ money.” 
“That’s whut I am going to do, you ole strumpet.” 
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“Don’t you never speak to me no mo’, you ole 
mucker-tucker, ‘cause I don’t give a goddam about 
you nohow. You run ’round with every ole nag in 
town an’ then want to raise hell with me. You 
will never "member my lovin’ no more.” 

“Well, you an’ yo’ ole bed can go to the devil. I 
have not been with no woman but you, an’ you 
know you are a hellish lie. You have let every 
man in town in on you, an’ I know it.” 

“You know that’s a goddam lie.” 

“Don’t you be callin’ me no goddam lie or I will 
slap the livin’ hell out o’ you. You ain’t nothin’ 
but a dam ole alley bat nohow, blame yo’ black 
hide.” 

“Well, you don’t have to talk like that ’bout my 
hide. When you want to hide with me it is always 
honey an’ darlin’, an’ no sooner than you git satis- 
fied you ready to raise hell. Dam you, I am goin’ 
over an’ see that woman of yours in the mornin’ 
an’ whip hell out o’ her.” 

So I says to her to do as she dam’ pleases ’bout it 
an’ I goes off laughin’ an’ swearin’ at her, an’ you 
never seen such a mad woman in yo’ life. 


Well, I’m a natchel bohn Eastman, just come to 
town, 
I’m a Too-Loo shaker from my head on down. 
You may leave but this will bring you back. 
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6 Beas earlier days of Ulysses’ married state. Al- 
ternating between strife and harmony. Off 
again, on again. Now caught up in the maelstrom 
of migration from the South to the North. Leaves 
his wife and child and turns his face toward the 
treasures of a promised land north of the Mason 
and Dixon Line. Plans to turn over a new leaf, 
bound for new work, new money and new life. Am- 
bitious to do well for his family, to send money 
home or bring his folks with him later. A black 
migrant, hard-working, impatient, fretting over the 
lack of appreciation of his wife back home. A los- 
ing struggle in a new game. Trying new ways, 
spelling out with difficulty a letter. Seated at even- 
tide, beside himself with rage. 


— 


EAR Wife: I received your little shabby letter 

& was glad to hear from you & the Baby. I 

am trying to do all I can for you. working in the 
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cold for you. & you writing here talking about get- 
ting a house for you. paying your doctor Bill & 
your board & you not even here to wash me a 
pocket hankerchief. How do you think I can save 
money & get an apartment & furnish it & save 
money to do what I was telling you about. you 
ought to have sympathy and try to save & help 
me accomplish something. instead of that you 
want me to spend every dime I make. & I want 
to treat you nice if you let me as long as we both 
live. & the apartments I see is $50 and 60 dollars 
a month & you know well I am a poor man. Now 
want you to send me receipts from that Dr. every 
time I send you money to pay him. 


No I am not coaxing you no dam more to do what 
I tell you to do. & I want you to know who in hell 
are you that cant do as I tell you. Do you think 
you are any more than any other man’s wife? 
Dam way you got. you got that dam thing to cut 
out. I have gotten tired of your dam foolishness 
& you just as well make it up in your mind to get 
straight. As long as I spend my money on you 
you have got to do as I say. do by-god let me know 
in a dam hurry. dont you never write me another 
dam strip and call it a letter while you live. & 
write & let me know how much I owe that Dr. I 
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see you dont mean to help me have nothing. As 
long as I spend my money on you if I put you in 
a dam Garbage can you dam better stay there. 
dont you get it in your head no dam time you can 
rule me cause its a lie. let me hear from my child 
once a week. tell Charlie I will send him his money. 
So I will close from 

Mr. Gordon. 

P.S. Iam mad as Hell. 


Well, I already told ’bout marryin’ an’ wife bein’ 
sick an’ gittin’ well an’ two-timin’ me. Well, my 
wife I was married to first named Lulu quit me 
after I come back from New York and Philadel- 
phia ’bout six years ago. Guess she ’bout quit me 
befo’. Never found out why she quit me ’cept I 
heard she wanted to have good time. Don’t know 
where she is now but heard one Christmas her 
father got telegram she was dead. 


I would fret myself sick ’bout this woman and 

would git so all-fired jealous ’bout her keepin’ com- 

pany with other fellows I couldn’t work an’ do 

nothin’ else. I already told bout comin’ home one 

day an’ seein’ dam’ nigger settin’ up to her. Well, 

I’d git to thinkin’ ’bout her at home so much Id be 
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quittin’ work two-three times a day to go an’ spy 
on her. So J gits tired o’ this an’ makes up my mind 
I ain’t gonna stand for no mo’ foolishness. 


Lawd, I went to my woman’s do’, 
Jes’ lak I bin goin’ befo’; 

“T got my all-night trick, baby, 
An’ you can’t git in. 


“Come back ’bout half pas’ fo’, 
If I’m done, I'll open de do’. 
Got my all-night trick, baby, 
An’ you can’t git in.” 


I keep rappin’ on my woman’s do’, 
Lak I never had been befo’ ; 

She got a midnight creeper there, 
An I couldwt git in. 


“Buddy, you oughter to do lak me: 

Git a good woman, let the cheap ones be, 
Fer they always got a midnight-cree per, 
An’ you can’t come in. 


Buddy, stop an’ let me tell you 

What yo’ woman’ll do: 

She have ’nuther man in, play sick on you. 
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She got all-night creeper, buddy, 
An’ you can’t git in. 


You go home ; well, she layin’ in bed, 
With red rag tied all round her head. 
She done had ’fo’-day creeper in here, 
Dat’s de reason you couldn’t git in. 


Well, one day I went out there and found big black 
nigger settin’ up courtin’ her. This nigger look pre- 
cisely lak black calf lookin’ through crack of white- 
washed fence. Reason he look that way was he had 
on one o’ these deep turn-down collars but when 
he put it on he didn’t turn it down but turn it up, 
settin’ way up to his years. Look like black hoss 
with white blind bridle on. So I goes up an’ says: 
“Good evenin’, Lulu.” 
She wouldn’t say a word, an’ I says to him: 
“How are you, Mister?” 
An’ he wouldn’t say a word neither. So I goes out 
an’ gits me a brick an’ comes back, holdin’ it behin’ 
my back. So I says: 
“Say, how do you do, Mister?” 
He wouldn’t say a word, so I draws back with my 
brick, an’ I knocked him in the head. An’ ’bout 
that time I thought I done killed him dead. So I 
reaches up an’ gits my hat an’ hollered: 
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“Good-by, Miss Lulu, I’m gone, I’m gone.” 
Bout that time I was leavin’ there. 


One day Lulu was in court trial. Caught her 
keepin’ company with two men. So they ’rested her 
an’ put her in jail. When trial come off judge 
fined her an’ told her to go home an’ keep children. 
Her father paid fine an’ she come on down an’ out 
o’ the court room an’ said she had to go home an’ 
git rest of clothes. So she slipped out side door 
an’ got in car wid friend an’ skipped out. I never 
heard from her no mo’ ’cept nex’ Chris’mas her 
father said he got telegram sayin’ she was dead. 
Never did know whether it was fake telegram or 
not, an’ neither one of us took trouble to find out. 


But I’m not a man to let things bother me for long 
time, an’ I already gittin’ on to ways of women. 
So my mama took baby, an’ I went on road again. 
Ain’t long befo’ I find nice girl an’ love her very 
deeply in my heart. She was in St. Louis, an’ I 
decided to quit all other girls for her. So I did an’ 
went to see her many times, an’ when I was on 
the road I would write her lovin’ letters, an’ she 
would write to me. So I decided that I would quit 
all ole strumpets an’ see could I marry this girl. 
She sho’ did seem to take a likin’ to me at that 
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time an’ wrote me sweet letters an’ kept my letters 
which I thought I would show you how we started 
to marry to each other. So I write her letters like 
one I’m showin’ now: 


My Dear 
and Most Sweetie. While I am thinking of you 

honey I will write you a few lines to let my Darling 
hear frome me. Sugar if it were not for you I 
dont know what I would do. baby, I think of you 
all night and day too. you are so Sweet untill I 
can taste the sugar on your lips, you are my only 
doll baby in the world. do you love me peachie. I 
love you, I love you once, I love you twice, I love 
you near to my Christ. oh, how I wish for you to 
be near me so I could hold you in my arms and 
kiss yur sugar lips, Huge my only Sweetee, cutie’s 
neck. you come to me in a sweet dream darling 
baby. How can I forget thee I must close by say- 
ing good by Baby 
P.S. When rocks and Hills 

divide us an youl ~ 

cannot see I think of the 

name Mary, I remember 

thee. 

From your Darling. 
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My girl was mo’ better letter-writer than me. She 
was mo’ intelligent kind an’ had mo’ learnin’ than 
I ever did. She was very high-class maid, an’ when 
I would stay with her she would bring me fine 
plates of good food to eat. An’ she sho’ make me 
dizzy with her letters all sweet smellin’. Don’t look 
like she could treat me lak she did so sweet in let- 
ter an’ treat me so mean in less’n a year after. 


My Dear friend: 

Oh how my heart did palpitate when I rec’d. 
your letter saying that you were coming tomorrow 
I have been longing and wishing for your appear- 
ance. I lay in bed for hours thinking of just how 
you could be made to feel my love for you. 

That longing desire to be releaved of the respon- 
cibility of carrying the weight of love that I pos- 
sess for you is, at times almost unendurable. so 
long as the grass grows around the stump may I 
have you for my sweetheart & sugar lump? If 
love was a quanity that could be measured scientist 
would fail in an attempt to construct a vessel that 
could be used in measuring my love for you. 

I would give the world if I could make you un- 
derstand just how I feel and if you cared for me 
you would take the next train out. I woke up this 
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morning feeling so sad and blue because I didn’t 
have no daddy to hold my aching head. darling may 
I expect you to arive on the early train tomorrow 
and that the mountains may change and the waters 
devide but the love I have for you cannot. and 
will not ever die 

from your lonesome little girl in St. Louis. 


An’ so we married, an’ I stayed with her while. 
You know what that nigger woman done. Well, 
she say I’m double-crossin’ her, but she sho’ must 
been two-timin’ me else how could she have ’nuther 
nigger man in her house shoot me down? Well, I 
went to work in shoe factory an’ then I got sick 
with influenza, an’ she didn’t treat me too good. 


Then I went to work in Chinese chop suey res- 
taurant soon as I was well enough. So she keep 
on pesterin’ me an’ quarrelin’. I jes’ can’t say what 
was matter an’ it was a-plenty. So I stands this 
long as I can an’ goes off to stay at ’nuther place. 
So I guess we separates ’cause nothin’ else to do. 
She amazes me with her troubles: 


Lawd, Lawd, she keep on worryiw’ me ; 
Lawd, Captain, she keep on worryin’ me. 
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Lawd, she cry all night long, 
Lawd, Lawd, she cry all night long. 


Mama, the mo’ I pet her, Lawd, 
The mo’ I pet her, the mo’ she cries. 
Lawd, I give her mouth full o’ fist, 
So she won't cry no mo’. 


So one day she sent for me to come over to see her. 
Lef’ word for me to hurry over, pitiful appeal, all 
cryin’ an’ weepin’. So I goes on over. So she comes 
out to meet me an’ says I’m gonna live with her or 
I won’t live with nobody else. She tells me if I 
don’t do her no good she fix me so I won’t do no- 
body no good. So when she open do’ for me to 
come in she had man shoot me. Didn’t treat me 
right, all in dark so I couldn’t see nothin’, but J 
seen from flash he was tall black man. 


Well, I stagger out an’ start down street, an’ peo- 
ples call police an’ take me to hospital. Wasn’t 
shot bad, jes’ went through edge o’ my shoulder. 
So I stayed in hospital thirteen days an’ got out 
an’ lef’ St. Louis an’ went to work cookin’ on Penn- 
sylvania railroad camp, like I am tellin’ bout in 
*nuther part of my story. 
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Look like I would learn to let all women alone, 
keepin’ me in trouble all the time. But I goes down 
to New Orleans soon an’ I already told you women 
in New Orleans mos’ free-hearted women anybody 
ever seen. Do anything for you, take likin’ to you, 
an’ can’t keep ’em off. Go out an’ git money from 
other men jes’ to keep you. Give you money an’ 
clothes an’ liquor an’ all lovin’ you want an’ when 
you go to leave have all sorts grievin’ fits. Say 
they ain’t got nothin’ to live for. Say they gonna 
follow you an’ stay with you. Then they write you 
mos’ sweetest letters man ever read an’ make you 
want to go back to yo’ lovin’ baby. Some mighty 
fine women there, sho’ treat you right. 


So I falls for some o’ these women an’ decides to 
marry one of them soon after I been in New Or- 
leans few weeks after leavin’ Pennsylvania camp 
where I was cookin’ after leavin’ St. Louis time I 
was shot. But this woman turn out same kind, 
quarrelin’ and fightin’ me when I ain’t done nothin’ 
to her. So I’m on road again "bout that time and 
separates from her. Never did git divorce, too 
much trouble an’ don’t seem no need. Maybe she 
be dead or married to some other man by now. 
Leastwise I’m courtin’ ’nuther woman now an’ no 
tellin’ what I may do even if I be tired stayin’ with 
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’em long. Looks like when I’m with ’em I has to 
quarrel an’ fight, an’ when I’m long way from 
home an’ ain’t got no friends, blues drive me crazy. 
Can’t never be satisfied. 


I lef’ my rider standin’ in back do’ cryin’, 
Lawd, please don’t leave me behin’. 

I’m goin’ ’way, Lawd, I’m goin’ ’way, 

I ain't comin’ back, Lawd, no mo’. 

You mistreat me, you drove me from yo’ do’. 
Good book say you got to reap what you sow. 
If my mind don’t change, Lawdy, Lawd, 

If my mind don’t change, I ain't comin’ back. 
Woke up this mornin’, blues all round my bed, 
Snatch up my pillow, blues all under my head. 
I ruther be dead an’ in six foot o’ clay, 
Lawd, I ruther be in my grave. 
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ace ancient poet sang of arms and the man in 
epic story of group conflict. Not so the Negro, 
who sings unerringly of personal conflict, himself 
often the hero. Black Ulysses found pleasure and 
surcease from his troubles in the contemplation of 
black spirits of the road. Perhaps he himself was 
neither hero nor bad man yet sought congeniality 
and perhaps, like Ulysses of old, found guidance in 
his song communication with the spirits of the bad. 
Here are new and worthy Negro exhibits to add to 
the American galaxy of folk portraits. Railroad 
Bill alongside Jesse James. The Negro “bad man” 
beside the western frontiersman. John Henry by 
Paul Bunyan. Rare folk figures silhouetted against 
a sort of epochal race background with its millions 
of working folk and wanderers moving suddenly 
and swiftly across the Southern scene. A brown 
black army of ramblers, ’fo’-day creepers, high 
flyers, standin’ men, all-night workers, polish men, 
stick and ready. Lazarus, Roscoe Bill, Shootin’ 
Bill, Brady, Dupree and niggers so mean they 
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skeered o’ theyselves. Then John Henry, stately 
and strong in contrast, noble exponent of sturdy 
courage and righteous struggle, faithful to death. 


IF I COULD HAMMER LIKE JOHN HENRY 
I’D BE A MAN, LAWD, I’D BE A MAN. 


Black Ulysses willing to turn aside from the con- 
templation of the more heroic characters to teli of 
hot-stuff men. Himself not slothful in the art of 
badness though confessing considerable modesiy 
all the while. 


I’M THE HOT-STUFF MAN FROM THE DEVIL’S 
LAND, 

I’M A GREASY STREAK 0’ LIGHTNING, 

DON’T YOU SEE, DON’T YOU SEE? 

MY-GOD-A-MIGHTY, WHAT’S A FELLER GONNA DO, 

NIGGER GOT HIS WIFE, MY WIFE TOO? 

SHOOT, GOOD GOD, SHOOT? 


a 


EAP o’ fellers worse’n lam. Take me all week 

tell *bout ’em all. I told you "bout worst 

gambler I ever seen an’ ’bout some bad boys fallin’ 
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out over some girls. Take me till to-morrow night 
to tell bout some niggers I knowed. Eve’ybody 
skeered of ’em. One name’ John Wilson jes’ nachel 
bully, double-j’inted, awful big man, didn’t fear 
roun’ nobody. Was hawk like pizen. Women be- 
long to him with his winnin’ ways. Would break 
up ev’y ’do he ’tended. Go to picnic, take all 
money off’n table. Couldn’t do nothin’ wid him. 
Seen feller shoot at him nine times once an’ didn’t 
do nothin’ to him. Then he turn roun’ an’ caught 
up with feller an’ bit chunk meat out o’ his back. 
But one man got him with britch-loader an’ stop 
’im from suckin’ eggs. 


’Nuther black devil I’m gonna git if it’s las’ thing 
I do was fellow called Black Slewfoot Jinks. One 
day all of us was settin’ round havin’ nit game of 
cards, an’ this nigger kept losin’ an’ gittin’ madder 
an’ madder. All of sudden he pull pistol out his 
pocket an’ shot me through my foot, standin’ there 
laughin’ an’ cussin’ me. Then he back out door 
holdin’ gun on all of us so we can’t git hold of him. 
Fo’ we could git up, dam’ rascal was out an’ cut- 
tin’ ’cross woods like greasy streak o’ light’nin’. 
But Ill git his dam’ skin. Been lookin’ for him 
ever since that day. 
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The bully, the bully, the bully can’t be foun’, 
If I find that bully, goin’ lay his body down. 
I’m lookin’ fer the bully of this town. 


I’m goin’ on down to Peters Street, 
If I find that bully gonna be bloody meet. 
I’m lookin’ fer the bully of this town. 


I go down-town mos’ eve’y day, 
Ask eve’ ybody did that bully come this way. 
I was lookin’ fer the bully of this town. 


Well, I’m gonna find him some dark night— 
Look out, bully, gonna take your life— 
Aw that'll be the last of the bully of this town. 


I gits out o’ patience with these cheap, greasy, rat- 
tlesnake niggers. 
sperit, don’t keer fer nothin’ an’ nobody. Ain’t 
skeered 0’ nothin’ an’ nobody. Still they hides out 
like outlaws an’ slips roun’ like egg-suckin’ yaller 
All-night creeper worst sort 0’ sneakin’ 
nigger, sleep all day an’ creep round all night, med- 
dling with other folks’ things an’ women. 


Tol’ that nigger, stay ’way from this house, 
Ise a fightin’ nigger and a roustabout ; 
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That creepin’ man, that creepin’ man 
Crawls like a skunk down on his han’. 


Crawlin’ in that house one stormy night, 

I pull ’im outer bed and got in such a fight; 
That creepin’ man, that creepin’ man 

Crawls like a skunk down on his han’. 


I took my knife an’ rip him up the back; 
I lets no nigger hang roun’ my shack ; 
That creepin’ man, that creepin’ man 
Crawls like a skunk down on his han’. 


Some niggers really bad an’ some jes’ bluff ’bout it. 
I can fight if I has to an’ I can joree big ’bout it too. 
I can sing an’ I can fight same as Roscoe Bill. 


I’m the rowdy from over the hill. 

When I shoots I’m boun’ to kill. 

I’m a man never gits skeered, 

Goes around tryin’ other man’s bed. 

I’m Roscoe Bill, a man of might, 

Plum tickled to death when I raise a fight. 
I’m Roscoe Bill the women all foller, 

Takes what they got, then steals thew dollar. 


Sometimes I tried road hustlin’, but mostly leave 
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that for mo’ rougher, low-down folks. If I gits tired 
0’ workin’ and wants mo’ money an’ been on road 
a long time away from towns and womens an’ feels 
my hell a-risin’ an’ git ’bout half high as Georgia 
pine, I’m likely to git bad. Well, here is big camp 
job here an’ ’nuther one further down the road. So 
’bout pay-day when lots o’ good workers git paid 
off I hangs ’round an’ stays with the boys. So I 
gambles an’ beats the boys, then has good time in 
town an’ nex’ week goes on to nex’ camp. 


An’ then I does same trick nex’ week. I likely put 
up with some woman an’ make her love me an’ 
maybe I give her fifteen dollars. I tells her ’ma 
sho’-’nough gamblin’ man an’ shows her my roll. 
T’'ll be all dressed up an’ good-lookin’ man an’ big 
talker. Then maybe she have saved up a hundred 
dollars. So I borrows that an’ tells her I'll go down 
to nex’ camp an’ win with her money. But I don’t 
never come back. 


Sometimes I do meaner trick than that. Do lak 

regular professional crook. I acts friendly with 

eve’ybody, soft an’ kinda soft-minded. Maybe I 

board with fellow who has fine wife. So I make 

up love to his wife. I tells her how much money I 

got an’ tell her that her husband ain’t doin’ right 
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by her. So I slips around an’ buys things for her 
an’ shows her how I can give her better time than 
her husband do. So she falls for me, an’ I promise 
to take her some other place. I tells her she too 
fine woman not to have best things in the world. 
Maybe her husband has saved up two hundred dol- 
lars. So I tells her we’ll take that an’ heap mo’ I 
got saved up an’ go off some place. So I takes that 
two hundred dollars an’ tells her I’m goin’ out git 
my money. But I never comes back but goes on to 
some other place. So she loses good home, husband 
an’ me all same time. She’ll be all broke up ’bout 
it, but I'll be on my way; maybe she lookin’ fer me 
back eve’y day. 


I wonder where that Big Bill’s gone. 

I can’t do nothin’ but set an’ mon; 

Stroll to the corner, cop in sight ; 

Gonna kill that man, he ain’t treated me right. 


Never did like hold-up jobs, maybe ’cause too dan- 
gerous, but mostly ain’t much fun—can’t be free, 
can’t be free. Sometimes when I been hungry or 
hankerin’ fer trouble I may do little stealin’. Some- 
time I hold up small gang an’ rob ’em. If I gits 
’way with it I goes on an’ keeps money. If dey 
gits me I laughs an’ tells ’em I’m out havin’ a little 
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fun. One time I got buddy to go in with me an’ 
we robbed gang. Got money an’ watches. Then 
I holds up my buddy an’ makes him hand over 
eve’ything I want. Then I slip off an’ git on train, 
nobody knows my name. One time I robbed high- 
way store. Went in to git twenty-dollar bill 
changed, then come back that night an’ knocks 
feller in head an’ got away. 


Bout that time I thought I’d do better, an’ so I 
went over to Norfolk an’ found boys an’ then went 
in Navy, like I’m tellin’ you bout. Never did like 
outlaw business much. I already told ’bout outlaw 
camps an’ outlaw boys incamp. Sometimes I start 
actin’ like outlaw but never did keep it up. Maybe 
I start out gamblin’ an’ win easy money an’ then 
maybe I lose money an’ git mad an’ draw gun on 
folks an’ take all money. This seem easy so nex’ 
time I draw gun jes’ fer fun. I gits by with this, 
then maybe try robbin’ farmer or merchant, an’ 
git by with that. Then I git so I don’t keer— 
if I gits by all right, if they ketch me, that’s all 
right. Jes’ whatever I can git away with. 


Then if I was real outlaw boy, I act like this. I 

goes to new camp an’ works quiet two or three 

weeks. Won’t talk none, won’t say nothin’ to no- 
[186 | 


Outlaw Boys and Finish Fights 


body, jes’ growl round. Then one day somebody 
say sumpin’ I don’t like. So I up an’ shoots him an’ 
skips out leavin’ my pay an’ eve’ything. Or maybe 
I fall out with some feller over nothin’ an’ I come 
back with fohty-five and jes’ naturally blow his 
brains out, and then I skip out over the hill. Or 
maybe I jes’ naturally like to show off, do sumpin’ 
befo’ crowd. I got reputation to keep up an’ go on 
outlaw jobs an’ have eve’ybody skeered of me. 
Sometimes I come in when feller eatin’ an’ say: 
“Dam you, whose grub is this you eatin’?” 
“It’s mine,” feller say. 
“Well, guess I’ll eat it.” 
“No, you won’t neither.” 
“Well, I'll spit in it then, ole son.” 
‘‘What son you talkin’ ’bout, don’t be callin’ me no 
son.” 
“Well, you ain’t my son, I know you ain’t son of 
God; must be son of bitch.” 
“Well, I ain’t gonna take that from nobody.” 
“Well, son, you don’t have to take it, ain’t no doc- 
tor’s prescription.” 
Other fellow jes’ naturally ’fraid o’ me an’ he 
skeered to fight. So he says all right then, I tell 
you like tomato tell corn—you may outgrow me 
now, but I'll meet you in goddam—lI’ll be in de 
soup. 
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Some of meanest talkers, biggest cowards. They 
struts round jes’ to be seen an’ heard but almighty 
skeered to do anything. Always boastin’ an’ talk- 
in’. One day big black nigger in camp come bluff- 
in’ me sayin’ he smack my face off, he’s jes’ achin’ 
for a fight. I tells him: 
‘Here I is, dam you, fight then. Ain’t no river be- 
tween us. Don’t shoot off so much mouth.” 
“Well, I ain’t never been licked,” he says. 
“Well, you gonna be licked like greasy streak 0’ 
lightnin’ if you don’t shut up.” 
“T licked big bully down road camp,” he says. “TI 
went down an’ taken all money from big crowd. 
You know Fred, big rough boy, well I taken fifteen 
dollars off’n him.” 
“Well,” I says, “here I is; don’t be skeered to hurt 
me or take sumpin’ off’n me. Here I stand. You 
ain’t nothin’ but dam’ big black-skinned bully. 
Nobody never knowed you to hurt nobody.” 
“That’s dam’ lie,” he says, an’ draws knife on me, 
an’ I don’t do nothin’ but jump on this nigger an’ 
beat stuffin’ out o’ him. He ain’t gonna fight. He 
ain’t bad; he jes’ thinks he’s bad. So he goes off 
mutterin’ ’bout waitin’ till he gits back. He always 
got little boys skeered or maybe might slip up an’ 
shoot you in back, but he’s big coward. 
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If real bad man say he gonna kill, he sho’ do it 
less’n you beat him to what he’s tryin’ to do. Mos’ 
generally man don’t need to shoot nobody or cut 
em up if folks know he mean what he say. I don’t 
git in no trouble much ’scusin’ when I’m lit up, like 
I say bout fohty wid de cleaver. Then I’s easy to 
git ’side myself an’ ain’t skeered of the old scratch. 


I can cuss, I can cut; 
I can shoot a nigger up. 


When I shoots, I shoots to kill— 
That’s why they call me shootin’ Bill. 


There’s a nigger on my track, 
Let the undertaker take him back. 


Hands up, nigger, don’t fool with me. 
I put nigger where he ought to be. 


I’m a bad nigger; if you want to know, 
Look at them rounders in cemetery row. 


Well, I’ll tell you bout po’ Lazarus little later. Po’ 

fellow, he wa’n’t bad, jes’ po’ fellow don’t know 

what to do. Mos’ popular hero bad man maybe 
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Railroad Bill, Stagolee, Eddy Jones, Dupree, Jo- 
seph Weca. 


Railroad Bill mighty bad man, 
Shoot all lights out brakeman’s han’ 
Was lookin’ fer Railroad Bill. 


Railroad Bill mighty big spo’t, 
Shoot all buttons off high sheriff's coat, 
Was lookin’ fer Railroad Bill. 


Railroad Bill was worst ole coon, 
Killed McMillan by the light of the moon. 
Was lookin’ for Railroad Bill. 


Railroad Bill also big robber takin’ eve’ything 
women an’ farmers had. Desperado Bill and 
Brady also bad outlaw boys: 


“Brady went to hell, but didn’t go to stay.” 


Don’t sing much ’bout Stagolee now like did when 
I was boy. Never did see Stagolee, jes’ hear tell of 
him an’ was one of mos’ popular songs. Stagolee 
must ’a’ been bad man ’cause he was always out for 
finish fight an’ always got his man an’ lay po’ body 
down. 
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Stagolee was bully man, an’ eve’ybody knowed, 
When see Stagolee comin’, give Stagolee road, 
Oh, that man, bad man, Stagolee done come. 


Sometimes outlaw bad man gits such reputation 
eve’ybody skeered of him an’ make songs "bout 
him. But I know heap mo’ bad boys than I do 
songs *bout ’em. Howsomever, I know some songs 
I don’t know men what they tell *bout—lawdy, 
lawdy, lawd! 


Bolin Jones was man of might, 

Worked all day an’ fight all night. 

Oh, lawdy, lawdy, he’s a rough nigger, 
Han’ to his hip, finger on trigger. 

Lay ’em low, lay ’em low, 

When Bolin’s round, mind where you go. 
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N2 all bad men bad. Some like Blue Jim mere 
magic men. Some slick and cunning. Some 
outdashionest chocolate drops. Slim Jim, a choco- 
late drop from dark town alley, melts away be- 
tween the prison bars. The travelin’ man disap- 
pears from the coffin after he had been executed 
and prepared for burial. One runs so fast fire 
comes from his heels and scorches cotton and corn. 
One ran so fast he got hot box between his toes. 
One spills bucket of water, runs to house, gets an- 
other bucket and catches it before it hits the ground. 


THEY PUT THAT COON UPON THE GALLOWS 
AND TOLD HIM HE WOULD DIE; 

HE CROSSED HIS LEGS AND WINKED HIS EYE 
AND SAILED UP IN THE SKY. 


Some long stories. Some told in leisure hours. 

Some written out. Black Ulysses himself writes 

some. “What became of Jim” is one. “Blue Jim 

and Black Buzzard” is another. Meantime the 
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hearer follows joree jaw with “What became of 
Jim.” 


Camp scenes again. Noon hour. Other scenes and 
times. Saturday afternoon or evening or Sunday 
morning or afternoon. Black men sprawling and 
resting. Eating finished. Some sleeping, some 
smoking, some silent. Others talking and bantering 
and laughing. Black story-tellers improvising tales. 
Joree jaw and ribald banter. Much laughter and 
competitive superlatives. Artistic fun and vulgar 
humor. Black Ulysses a good Jonah himself. 


Som, 


**CNAY, ole man, what’s the biggest ham you ever 

seen?” 
“Well, the biggest ham I ever seed weighed ’bout 
twenty pounds.” 
“That must have been a dog ham.” 
“No, it was a hog ham; what’s the biggest ham you 
ever seed?” 
“Well, I seen a ham so dad-bob big till horses an’ 
wagons an’ trains an’ all them dad-bob things run 
through it.” 
“Well, well, what kind er ham was that?” 
“Birmingham, you fool,—haw-haw-haw.” 
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“Say nigger, what’s the fastes’ train you ever rode 
on?” 

“Who, me?” 

“Yes, you, durn you?” 

“Well, I guess about a mile a minute.” 

“Huh, that train wasn’t runnin’ at all.” 

“Well, what’s the fastes’ train you ever rode on?” 
“T rode on train so dad-bob fas’ till conductor had 
to hold hair on fireman’s head.” 

“Who hold hair on his head?” 

“Two little girls.” 

“Well, who hold hair on they heads?” 

“TI got you to know, two ole men ’bout fifty years 
old?” 

“Well, who hold hair on they heads?” 

“They was bald-headed, didn’t have no hair— 
caught—haw-haw-haw.” 


“Say, ole man, I see you are bald-headed; what 
made it?” 
“Well, old age, I guess.” 
“Oh, no, I know.” 
“Well, if you know what’n the devil you ax me 
for?” . 
“To see if you knowed. Now I tell yo: yo’ brains 
have got water on them an’ yo’ hair fall in an’ get 
drowned—haw-haw.” 
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“Well, bygod, that is funny story.” 
“Talkin’ bout buyin’ God, damfool, you better buy 
mule an’ peck 0’ peas an’ go to farmin’. You ain’t 
got ’nough money to buy lumber to build back- 
house.” 
“Well, you sho’ God got big talkin’ mouth. If God 
hadn’t held steady hand yo’ mouth would been 
clean back to yo’ years.” 
“Well, you needn’t be talkin’, you big stiff. How 
high is you?” 
“T’se six feet two.” 
“Well, you would been a heap taller if you hadn’t 
turn’ down so much 0’ yo’ legs to walk on. What 
size shoe you wear?” 
“Seven an’ half.” 
“Yea, seven cows’ hides an’ half barrel tacks.” 
“Well, ole strumpet, I know cows glad when they 
goes to make yo’ shoes, ’cause don’t have to cut 
hide at all ’cept tail an’ that goes to make shoe 
strings.” 
“Yea, when you go to shoe sto’ you cain’t ask fer 
number, jes’ ask how big can they make ’em.” 
“Well, folks think yo’ feets yo’ waterwings, ole 
slew-footed nigger.” 
“Well, goodgod, wish I had yo’s fer snowshoes.” 
“Snow, nothin’, you so black you look like dam’ 
Jump o’ coal.” 
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“Well, you so dam’ black you spit ink.” 

“Well, goddam, you so ugly you have to slip up on 
dipper to drink water.” 

“Yes, bygod, you so ugly you have to cover up yo’ 
head so sleep come to you.” 

“Well, you better wish you had sense like I got.” 
“Huh, if yo’ sense was powder you wouldn’t have 
’nough to blow yo’ nose off if got set fire to it.” 
“Well, if yo’ head was shaved down to yo’ senses, 
peanut hull make you good-sized head.” 

“Well, anyway, ole nappy-haired nigger, I’m fool 
what knows it, an’ you fool don’t know it. You got 
rabbit hair, eve’y knot balls up an’ squats.” 


“Well, talkin ’bout rabbits minds me I had a dog 
once run so fas’ run into a tree an’ split hisself wide 
open. I took an’ put him back together, but I done 
went an’ put him back wrong—I put two feet up 
an’ two down. But [ couldn’t change hit. Well, that 
dog run till he got tired on two feet an’ then he 
doan do a thing but turn over an’ run on the oder 
two—sho’ ’nough. . . I had ’nuther dog run so fas’ 
I had to tie wet rags to his feet to keep him from 
settin’ the woods afire—haw, haw—an’ they ain’t 
no dogs side o’ what I could a tole you ’bout.” 


“Huh, nigger I don’t need no dog myself. I went 
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out once ahuntin’, never had nothin’ but a Win- 
chester rifle, sixteen shot. Goin’ out to see how 
much game could I kill with sixteen balls. My dog 
jumped a deer goin’ round a big mountain. Every 
time he gits over against me I'd make a smack at 
him comin’ round mountain, and when ball hit side 
o’ the mountain he’d be one hundred yards ahead, 
me shootin’ square at his side too. I shot at him 
fifteen times, but the las’ time I shot at him I shot 
right in behin’ him. An’ him an’ the ball took 
twenty-five circles round mountain ’fo’ ball caught 
up wid him. He got round ’gainst me an’ I seed 
him tumble. Then I goes up on the river an’ found 
some wild pigeons. I never had but the one ball, 
but I wanted to kill all the pigeons. I studied and 
studied how to kill ’em all. So I shot at the limb 
they’s settin’ on, an’ that split the limb an’ caught 
they feet in it. Then I had to climb the tree to cut 
limb off. An’ in cuttin’ it off they fell in river. I 
caught ’em all but one. An’ in swimmin’ round in 
there after that one I caught my bosom full o’ fish. 
So full o’ fish it bust button off the top o’ my shirt 
and killed rabbit on bank in brush pile. Then I 
throwed rabbit over in broom sage an’ killed whole 
covey partridges roostin’ there with heads to- 
gether.” 
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“That ain’t nothin’, nigger. I went huntin’ with 
ole musket one time. It was loaded, but I did not 
know it. I loaded it again an’ so had double load 
in it. When I got down on the river, seen wild 
turkey goin’ up the other bank. You know we had 
these ole iron ramrods. So I blazed down at the 
turkey, an’ my gun busted. The load killed the 
turkey, the ramrod went ’cross and stuck through 
a tree an’ killed it, half of the barrel went down- 
river an’ killed a drove of geese, the other half went 
up-river an’ killed a drove of ducks. The hammer, 
hit flew off an’ killed a squirrel up in a tree, and the 
lock it blowed off and killed a lion comin’ after me. 
The gun kicked me back on a rattlesnake an’ me 
stompin’ round there, that killed it, kicked my coat 
off an’ smothered a bear to death so I thought I 
was best marksman in the worl’. Got all that game 
at one shot.” 


Well now, niggers, I’ll tell you sho’-’nough story. 
Las’ few years I been such a travelin’ man I been 
thinkin’ bout writin’ out story of myself. Seems 
like lot other colored folks writin’ now an’ specially 
singin’ Blues on records. When my Blues come out 
folks gonna set to em. But what I was bout to 
say was that one time I tried writin’ out story of my 
life, but lost it somewhere an’ don’t know where it 
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is now. ’Scusin’ spellin’ an’ big words an’ names I 
can write pretty good story, but ’co’s nothin’ like 
I can tell it. I knows some mo’ boys talkin’ ’bout 
writin’ up what they seen, and I know I much mo’ 
travelin’ man than most of ’em. Leastwise I sho’ 
aims to try it some time. 


I been tryin’ at writin’ some stories come up an’ 
run through my min’ anyway. Sometimes I thinks 
’bout life of colored man in his wanderings an’ with 
colored folks an’ again I thinks "bout colored folks 
and white folks. Us has two lives to live, an’ may- 
be three, ’cause one is what we think we like to do; 
*tain’t neither ’mongst colored folks or white folks 
but maybe in Heaven, he, hee. Well here’s tale I 
wrote out las’ Sunday, an’ I think pretty fine story. 


there were a man had a bad spirit. He did not care 
for any one at all at times. But sometimes he would 
seem to care for his mother. So at las’ one day he 
decided that he would start out lookin for a for- 
tune so said to himself, which way must I go. 


so he at last started to travelin in the northern di- 

rection. for many many days he went without food 

until he became so weak that he could hardly 

travel. But at last came to a old House where 
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there live a old colored lady an her son. it were 
getting toward evening and very cold. and he said 
to her I am very cold madam and hungry is there 
any cafe around here? No sir indeed not she said. 
I must have lunch he said. I am very sorrow said 
she I have nothing to eat but bread and water sir. 
He repeated bread and water. That is what I said, 
the old lady exclaim. Can I get that he replied. I 
dont know sir. she said, the Hell you dont know. 
I am the man of a Bad sprit He said. I cannot 
Help that said she. Can I stay with you to night I 
dont know sir. I am getting very old and I do not 
care for a man, But I care for a woman said He, 
and must have one. I think you can do my busi- 
ness He replied. I am too old she said. then He 
ask her what are you going do to please me were 
the question he ask I dont know sir were the reply. 


I am going over in the camp yard long enough to 
give you time to deside what you are going to do 
about the question that I ask you. I think I can 
Hustle up a little money in a crap game on the 
lumber camp. He replied to Her. Well she said 
it take money to run my business. 


I have almost decided what to do now she said to 
him, How in the Hell do I know unless you tell me 
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He said. then I crossed the little river bridge what 
they Called the mill river over where the boys were 
shooting Crap What in the devil are you dam fools 
are doing I asked But they did not answer me at 
all. then I came up closter and repeated the same 
words again then they said what in the Hell are you 
got to do with what we are doing. then I felt for 
my Big 45 But I Had left it with the old lady and 
her son. 


and then I walk back about 4 miles, Where I left 
the old House where I first Came too. and the old 
lady were still there then I ask her could I stay all 
night again and By that time my sprit had begining 
to work very Badly. she then spoke to me and 
said where is the money you left to Hustle up 
sometime ago. he said Hustle up Hell, that not 
what I am talking about I want to stay with you. 
the mystery that I dont understand where is the 
guide that I had in my pockets when I left the lum- 
ber camp then I ask the the old lady to go with me 
back to the Camp because it were getting very late. 
But she said that she could not go, I thought that I 
may find the Mystery guide. 


Just then a fair face looking girl came to the door 
of the old House and she stood silen for sometime 
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looking straight at me before speaking and when 
she spoke she said you are the man of a bad sprit 
and that you have lost your guide and then I begin 
to try to make love with her, she would have made 
love if Had not been for my bad sprit Well I ask 
her to walk down the mill lane with me. 


and then I put my arms around her and she said 
what in the Devil then I taken them from aroun 
her then I ask her to marry me. But she didnot 
concent to the question then I ask her why did not 
answer my question. What in the Hell can I do 
with you she replied, then I caught hold of her, and 
Kiss her. then she said to me why do you Kiss me 
she asked me, then we went straight toward the 
lumber camp. 


then we meet Harry read Cap, Hello How do you 
feel He said I just come from that Hellish Camp, 
the boys are playing Hell over there I just have 
wone $25 dollars said Harry read Cap to us. I 
have got to make my get away lend me your guide 
he ask me. How do you know that I have got a 
guide then. He said the old lady in the log cabin 
told me that you had lost your guide and I thought 
you would loan it. How in the devil can I loan that 
dam guide if I have lost it. Maybe you have not 
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lost it the young lady Exclaim. then I caugh 
ahold off her and she said I have told you once 
before to take you hands off me then I look at her 
and said dont you want to spen my money. What 
in the Hell you mean do I want to spen yur money, 
I want a woman I told the old lady that I wanted a 
woman when I came to that old house just beyond 
the Hill. and she told me that it would take money 
to run her business, and I promise to go over to the 
lumber camp and Hustle up some money, 


But listen if I promise you some can I stay with you 
I want a mate, What do you want a mate to do, 
she ask you. I want a mate to give me bed com- 
fort, if you dont give me comfort Iam going to... 
and b 4 I could finish my speech she scream in a 
low voice Bill, please donot hurt me. I am not. 
please He said Can I love you enough that you will 
not Hurt me she exclaim. When will you love me 
Task her. Most any time she said, Well now is the 
time while we are in this lonely valley I said, Why 
not wait until we get to the nex swamp Bill, she 
replied to Bill. then my sprit begining to work 
very badly. then I drew a long dirk knife out of 
my scab which I had fasten to my belt. When I 
had reach the swamp then we stop and began to 
talk. I ask her the same question over and over. 
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she did not speake, then I threw the long dirke at 
her to stabe her in the heart. But Harry red Cap 
went between the Knife and her. by the time I 
got my pistol then I made one shote But I fail to 
hit Harry, then He made too shotes at me. But the 
fair face young lady caught my gun and rung it 
out of my hand, and they left me alone, then I won- 
dered through the forest until night I sat down on 
a cold stone. then I taken one Craker and a Bottle 
of Water is all I had for my lunch. then I went 
back to the old house where I first came too. I 
found a treasure there. then I started home. then 
I came to a place called Hell pit. I met Harry red 
Cap and the young lady again. then they tryed 
to take my treasure. But I made two shots at them, 
and then I had to make my get a way as fast as I 
could, for I had robbed the old woman, and I had 
killed her son and they were straight on my trail. 
then I wandered though death Valley where there 
were no man were never known to return 


Soon one mawnin’ Death come knockin’ at yo’ do’. 
Soon one mawnin’ Death come knockin’ at yo’ do’. 
Hallelujah well— 
Soon one mawnin’ Death come knockin’ at yo’ do’. 
Oh, my Lawd, oh, my Lawd, what shall I do? 


[207] 


ay a 
Aft Wie er Neate y= _. 
i en i or ass dl, 


Be A ne eth.) 
ee 


‘ - 


a cS Pe ae ‘<c 
Rie a 7 a sae s + i} 
Soke : >t cs atin = aa, A ees. at ——, 
Pee hs ee 
Rae py aa ~ LAS 

ea, 2 ee 


oe Oh aie 2 a) sq 


ie 


> 
4 ? ; ‘ Uy ¥ mm tt aed 7 fs 
i ‘Cu : piney - 


XV 


BLUE JIM AND BLACK BUZZARD 


XV 
BLUE JIM AND BLACK BUZZARD 


Shee Negro and his four selves: What he is, what 
the white man thinks he is, what he might be 
and what he desires to become. Contrary to orig- 
inal folk worship the Negro portrays Heaven and 
home as dissimilar to this earth as is possible. Dif- 
ferent from the American Indian, who would ex- 
tend his present best scenes into more perfected 
ones in the next world, the Negro would make magic 
transformation of all that is into all that is not. 
Heaven’s bright home with golden streets and slip- 
pers and pearls and settin’ down by the side of the 
lamb with nothing to do. Shining raiment, plenty 
to eat, smiles of the women, no interference, no law 
and policemen. Nevertheless Black Ulysses would 
not limit his dreams of the ideal to the next world. 
Fancy patterns of the perfect state of bliss fill his 
waking hours and sometimes the dreams of his wan- 
derer’s sleep. Magic thoughts and plans interwoven 
into patterns of characteristic tale. Black Ulysses 
for the time artist and story-teller introducing his 
fabrication with the art of plausibility. Discovered 
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and translated through a relative and an acquain- 
tance, it must be true. Blue Jim and Black Buzzard 
the complete picture of the perfect world of Ne- 
groes and of things. 


om, 


AD first cousin married Enoch Slack’s sister, 

an’ Enoch been tellin’ me ’bout fellow called 

Blue Jim, an’ I seed fellow by that name when I 
was in Norfolk, place where Enoch come from. 


Nobody never knowed what this fellow’s name was 
’cause he live in one-room cabin off to hisself an’ 
never mix with other folks. He was black as tar 
an’ his eyes was red as terrapin’s an’ he was regu- 
lar professional road hustler an’ desperado. He 
could set down by feller, an’ feller be skeered 0’ 
him soon as he set down by him, but he would say: 


“That’s all right, Buddy, don’t you be skeered 0’ 
me ’cause you jes’ got thirty dollars in yo’ pocket 
an’ I don’t fool with no little money lak dat. I 
want money only from fellows got thousands 0’ 
dollars.” 


Never could tell how he knowed how much money 
fellow had, but he could. He could see fellow an’ 
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tell him where his money was, whether in his han’, 
in his shoes, or hid in clothes some place. 


This big boy stayed by hisself an’ had liquor in 
barrels an’ jes’ kep’ it all roun’ place, but nobody 
never got none of it what he didn’t sell ’em. One 
day he heard officers was comin’ to git him an’ po’ 
out his liquor, so he set down in do’ of his cabin 
with Winchester ’cross his knees. When officers 
’ come up they say, “Is this where Blue Jim live?” 
“Yes, dam you, this is Blue Jim hisself.” 

“Well, we got orders to git you an’ yo’ whisky an’ 
po’ it out.” 

Blue Jim says pleasantly, “Well, goddam, the idea 
is to do it then,” an’ he point to barrel whisky set- 
tin’ behin’ do’. 

So they start an’ git hold o’ barrel to po’ out liquor 
an’ gits stuck like it was ’lectric wire or sumpin’. 
Nobody don’t know what Blue Jim do to barrel 
neither to the whisky, all they know is officers git 
stuck an’ can’t git loose. An’ so they say for Blue 
Jim come an’ turn them loose an’ they won’t ’rest 
him. An’ so they stayed until he let ’em loose an’ 
never could po’ liquor out. 


Officers never could ’rest Blue Jim, leastwise ’less’n 

he let ’em, an’ when they did an’ put him in jail 

he’d be out time they was. Fust time they knowed 
[213] 


Rainbow Round My Shoulder 


this he was ’rested an’ put in jail an’ he say to 
jailer, ““That’s all right, Cap’n, I don’t mind it, Pl 
be down street time you do.” An’ sho’ ’nough he 
would meet jailer comin’ down-town an’ be all 
dressed up in fine clothes. Blue Jim sho’ was fine 
dresser when he was out. 


Sometime he let ’em send him to chain gang but he 
wouldn’t never work. He’d go on like other folks 
an’ start workin’ till ’bout nine o’clock, then he say, 
“Well, white folks, I ain’t gonna work no mo’,” an’ 
jes’ walk off. Foreman say to him to come back 
an’ he jes’ grin an’ say, “‘That’s all right, Captain, 
I never works mo’ ’n till nine o’clock.” Foreman git 
mad an’ begin shootin’ at him, but he jes’ walk on 
calm-like. Never could hit him. An’ so he would 
go on BD -town with stripes on an’ go on to his 
shack, an’ nex’ time you see him he be all dressed 
up sellin’ liquor. 


Blue Jim had two big diamonds right in his front 
teeth. Nobody never knowed how he come to have 
‘em but there they was. If he wasn’t sellin’ liquor 
or loafin’ streets or with women or settin’ in door 0’ 
his shack he was always gamblin’. Must o’ had 
three black cat bones. He would go in pool-room 
an’ bet eve’ybody out 0’ money. 
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Had suitcase pack full o’ money an’ little boy hired 
to carry it roun’ fer him. When he come in pool- 
room would say, “I bet one hundred dollars, dam 
you niggers.” Eve’ybody skeered of him, skeered 
to bet an’ skeered not to bet. Could take quarter 
an’ make ten-dollar gold piece out of it an’ would 
give man twenty-dollar bill or gold piece an’ beg 
him to swap it for ten dollars. Niggers skeered to 
give it to him an’ skeered not to, but sho’ ’nough it 
would be good money. Blue Jim could go in bank 
an’ talk with cashier an’ git five dollars changed. 
Then he could git out two or three thousand dol- 
lars an’ nobody see him. Officers come in to git 
him, an’ he say, “Here I is, dam you,” but never 
could git him ‘lessen he wanted ’em to. 


Blue Jim with his diamon’ shinin’ teeth, red eyes 
an’ blue black skin an’ big han’some fellow nigh 
on to six feet high, was powerful fellow with ladies. 
If he wanted girl he would jes’ say, “Well, I be- 
lieve I'll git her.”” She would fall in love with him 
an’ leave husband or anybody. So he would take 
her an’ when he was tired of her he would leave her. 


Mos’ generally ladies want high yaller or brown 

an’ don’t like no black man, but they like Blue Jim 

jes’ same, only mo’. Nobody else didn’t have much 
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show when he was around. Other niggers skeered 
of him but if they hadn’t been, women all like him 
an’ skeered of ’im too. That nigger had mo’ sweet 
mamas than he could be sweet papa to, an’ sho’ 
could strut roun’ like big banter rooster. He would 
bring women liquor but never would give ’em no 
money, jes’ stay with ’em an’ they feed him up good 
an’ be soft with him. ’Nuther thing, niggers 
couldn’t shoot him when he go meddlin’ with their 
sweethearts an’ wives, jes’ couldn’t tetch ’im. 


Blue Jim could go in any house or wherever he 
want, even if house be locked he would jes’ go in 
an’ lie down an rest. If folks come or maybe big 
white folks, he jes’ tell ’em he’s restin’ a little. 
They can’t hurt him. 


Blue Jim could go out anytime o’ year he wanter, 
even’ with two foot snow on groun’, could go out 
an’ call up any kind o’ snake anybody ever heard 
of. Jes’ come crawlin’ up. Maybe he would make 
little hole in snow or sumpin’ an’ do little trick or 
maybe he didn’t, nobody never knowed, but snakes 
come creepin up an’ out, any number an’ all sorts 
an’ kinds. 


He was regular devil hisself an’ make yo’ flesh 
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creep to tell bout him. Believed in ha’nts an’ car- 
ried scorpion head, toad frogs, baby hands, buck- 
eye, snake skin an’ sumpin’ look lak red ground 
puppy. 


Never would talk much, sometimes take spells 
keepin’ his mouth shet. He could be settin’ in pool- 
room wid back to door an’ street an’ all sudden he 
would say I bet anybody fifty dollars nex’ street- 
car comin’ roun’ corner jump track. Sho’ ’nough 
did happen jes’ dat way, an’ he could bet ’nuther 
fifty dollars he know what number nex’ street-car 
was, an’ what number motorman come to help out, 
an’ he know exact number repair car. Sho’ must 
’a’ had three black cat bones. 


Blue Jim taken sick one day, wa’n’t in no misery 
but jes’ sick. Boys come to see him, an’ he say, 
“Boys, I’m gonna leave you. In mo’nin’ when you 
come you gonna see buzzard on gate post out there. 
That’s Blue Jim.” 


So nex’ mo’nin’ when folks inside say Blue Jim 

dyin’ sho’ ’nough was big buzzard settin’ on gate 

post but was peculiar black. An’ when folks in 

room see Blue Jim dyin’ an’ they screamin’ an’ 

carryin’ on, buzzard flew off to swamp. So folks 
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walked out 0’ room, was jes’ one-room shack. They 
stands out in yard talkin’ ’bout what to do with his 
body ’cause didn’t have no relatives an’ friends. 
An’ so when they went back in room there was his 
clothes where he died but his body was gone. No- 
body couldn’t ’a’ come an’ got it. And to this day 
nobody never knowed what come of it. Reckon 
buzzard mus’ ’a’ been devil hisself jes’ come an’ 
took it. 


I got sumpin’ to tell you, honey, 

Make the hair rise on yow head. 

I sho’ am a Blue Jim man 

Come right straight from the devil’s lan’, 


[218] 


XVI 


FREEZIN’ GROUND WAS MY FOLDIN’ BED 


XVI 
FREEZIN’ GROUND WAS MY FOLDIN’ BED 


LACK ULYSSES again on new quests for Blue 
Jim goals. Tired of camp life and provincial 
scenes his “ramblin’ mind” sees distant better 
places and broader experiences. Can’t be satisfied 
here and nowhere he goes. Maybe got the weary 
blues. Change for change’s sake. Illogical turns 
of fortune and change of work. Here to-day, yon- 
der to-morrow without rhyme or reason. Trying 
this and trying that. Grape-vine stories of easier 
work and better pay. The call of the promised land 
and quest for adventure, love, surcease from same- 
ness and the urge to be satisfied, Lawd, satisfied. 
Something else different, something else better. 


HAND ME DOWN MY GRIPSACK AN’ ALL MY 
DIRTY CLOTHES, 

IF MY BABY ASK FOR ME TELL HER I BOUND TO 
GO. 

OH, LAWD, IF I FEEL TO-MORROW LIKE I FEEL 
TO-DAY, 

GOOD GOD, GONNA PACK MY SUITCASE AN’ WALK 
AWAY. 
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IT’S NINETY-SIX MILE TO BIRMINGHAM, 

I TRAMPED IT DAY BY DAY. 

GOIN’ TO ATLANTA, IF HAVE TO RIDE THE RODS, 
GONNA LEAVE MY BABY IN THE HANDS OF GOD. 


WELL, IT’S COME AN’ GO TO SWEET TENNESSEE, 
WHERE THE MONEY GROWS ON TREES, LAWD, 
WHERE THE WOMEN DO AS THEY PLEASE, LAWD, 
COME AN’ GO TO SWEET TENNESSEE. 


From the home base and wanderings to local towns 
and within three states, Ulysses now starts a new 
Odyssey. To Philadelphia, Chicago, back through 
Ohio and Pennsylvania to New York, on by boat to 
New Orleans and rods to Birmingham and Charles- 
ton. Across west again, down into Texas and rods 
again to North Carolina and way stations. Then 
short way places and camps again, ready for the 
real schedule of a travelin’ man de luxe. For the 
present still young in the broader travel. 


oe 


EFO’ I got to tellin’ bout my camp life, gamb- 

lin’ an’ women, also big Billy Bob and Blue 

Jim, I was tellin’ bout my evil spirit risin’. Least- 

wise my ramblin’ mind kep’ pullin’ an’ worryin’ 
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me till I started out. I thought I would see how 
many states could I go in. So one day I decided 
that I would travel in many Northern States an’ so 
I left home again. 


I did not have but ten dollars. I caught a ride in 
a automobile and the fellow carried me about fifty 
miles. Then I started walking. I wanted to go to 
Washington, D. C., then I caught a freight train 
that night and I helped the fireman shovel coal un- 
til I reached the town, then I got off. I stayed 
round there for several days before I got a job. I 
had spent all of my money then and I had to beg 
for food. I got so hungry until I would go to the 
garbage cans and pick out old rotten apples and eat 
them. 


Then I went to one house where there were an old 
rich widow lived. I told her that I were a long 
ways from home and were broke and did not have 
any job, that I were about to starve for the like of 
food. So she said that she would give me some- 
thing to eat if I would cut her some wood. So I cut 
the wood and got something for that day. 


The nex’ day the Law got after me for vagrancy, 
so I had to leave Washington, then I started to 
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Philadelphia. I did not have any money yet. I 
walked the railroad for about seventy-five miles. 
I were three days because I were so hungry, I came 
to where the section hands were working on the 
railroad, and I asked them for the cold lunch they 
had left from noon. So I work in one of the men’s 
place to pay for my cold scrappy dinner. Some 
time it would be cold old cornbread or a cold piece 
of pie. 


But I reach the place at last and did not find work 
very handy. I had hard time, I had no money yet. 
I found a job working on the street but I did not 
like it, but I were broke so I stuck to it for about 
two weeks. Got paid off; I had then about thirty 
dollars. Then I started out travelin’ again. I 
paid my fare to Chicago; then I did not have much 
money left. I stayed there one week. I got ina 
gambling game and got broke again. I did not have 
anywhere to stay. I had to sleep out-of-doors in 
the rain. I started from Chicago. I caught that 
fast mail train headed toward Columbus, Ohio, but 
did not reach Ohio. I got put off by the conduc- 
tor. I met a farmer and he put me on the right 
highway leading to Detroit, Michigan. 


It had began to get cold. I did not have any good 
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clothes. I was ragged and dirty. I had spent all 
of the summer hoboing, tramping around. Winter 
were coming. I had nothing to bring home nor 
nothin’ for myself for the winter. I had scouted 
around for the Law had been after me. I tried to 
make some money by stealin’ things and sellin’ 
them at under-rates but did not have any luck at 
that game for I got caught and had to make thirty 
days on the county road. Then I thought I would 
come home. I had to work about ninety days to 
get me some clothes to wear home. 


Six long months have passed, 

Since I have slept in bed; 

I ain’t eat a square meal in three long weeks, 
Money thinks I'm dead. 


So when I come back home again thought I’d be 
stayin’ a while an’ so I worked round at odd jobs 
an’ on construction camps but wasn’t long till I had 
to be goin’ again. So this time I went to New York 
an’ tried all sort of things; sometimes I’d git along 
fine an’ like it, an’ sometimes I would git discour- 
aged an’ tired an’ hungry. Hadahardtime. Folks 
back home nothin’ to me, wouldn’t help me an’ 
nothin’. SoI gits on boat an’ goes to New Orleans, 
workin’ my way an’ later glad to know boats ’cause 
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I worked on ’em in number places. Well, I worked 
in New Orleans at odd jobs an’ stayed with some 
women I been tellin’ you ’bout. Then I goes to 
Galveston, Texas. Fellows tellin’ me "bout fine 
work loadin’ cotton an’ good time down there. So 
I gits tired after while there an’ starts hoboin’ my 
way back home again, stoppin off while in Atlanta. 


Hobo always havin’ hard time. Ketch it tough no 
matter which way you go. Brakeman put you off 
thirty or fohty miles from nowhere. So this time I 
says ain’t no one brakeman can put me off an’ I 
packs gun along with me. I didn’t have but ’bout 
fifty cents, got broke gamblin’ with them dam’ 
Texas roustabouts befo’ I lef’ Galveston. So I 
would ketch freight an’ ride a while on different 
branch of road. I would stop an’ ketch ’nuther 
train. Then I got on through-freight an’ got in 
empty car ’bout six or seven cars from cab. I rode 
long time an’ thought nobody was goin to bother 
with me when front brakeman come along an say 
I have to git out an’ off. So I says to him: 

“Now, white folks, I ain’t gonna git down an’ out. 
I’m ridin’ jes’ same as you.” 

Brakeman begin cussin’ me an’ tellin’ me he give 
me five minutes to git off an’ if I ain’t off then he 
gonna throw me out door while train’s runnin’. So 
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I looks at him ’while, an’ he looks at me. I see he 
mean business so I says: 

“Well, Mr. Whiteman, s’pose you sit down here 
with me ’while. I’m goin’ same place as you is, an’ 
we might jes’ well set together.” 


So I draw my gun an’ makes him set down in front 
o’ me. LEve’ytime whistle blow brakeman say be 
got to go now, an’ I says to him he ain’t goin no 
dam’ place, ’cept where I’m goin’, we’s passengers 
together. So I snaps my pistol an’ made him set 
there an’ wouldn’t even let him git up for nothin’. 
After while train blowed for big town an’ begin 
slowin’ up. So I gits up an’ backs off to door hold- 
in’ gun on brakeman an’ when train stops I slips 
out an’ goes over on other side 0’ town an’ caught 
’nuther train. I guess that brakeman still lookin’ 
for me, but wasn’t my fault. I was gonna be decent 
to him, an’ he wouldn’t have none of it. He can 
take what he got. 


Well, I learned heap ’bout ridin’ trains an’ knowed 

through-freight train jes’ lak passenger, with num- 

bers an’ names an’ all. Sometimes I knows where 

I wants to go an’ sometimes I jes’ git on to go any- 

where, jes’ anywhere at all, jes’ anywhere else but 

where I is. I be workin’ some day an’ all of sudden 
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Isay to my buddy, “Well, I’m gittin’ down off this 
job an’ gittin’ out o’ here.” So I starts out. 


Sometimes I goes as road hustler an’ sometimes I 
goes as hustlin’ sport. When I’m road hustler I 
goes from job to job doin’ most anything, firin’ en- 
gine, helping on section gangs, washing automo- 
biles, jes’ anything or maybe I follow different 
folks from camp to camp or maybe I stop an’ cook 
or keep yard or anything. Then when I gits little 
money I goes on. I can do good work when I want 
to an’ folks seem to like my songs an’ joree fun. 
So I gits ‘long most of time. 


Sometimes I has hard time, can’t git rides, can’t 
git work, ain’t got no money. I done walk till feets 
gone to rollin’ jes’ like a wheel, Lawd, jes’ like a 
wheel. 


Get up in mornin’ can’t keep from cryin’— 
Baby, I’m feelin’ so tired. 
Sometimes I’m fallin’ to my face. 
Ain’t no use sendin’ no word, 
Aiwv't no use you writin’ no letter, 
I’m on my las’ go round. 
Eve’y since I lef’ my mother’s house, 
Eve’ybody been down on me. 
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I’m gonna tell my mama when I git home, 
How people treated me far away from home. 


Howsomever, I learned heap o’ tricks like I told 
you ’bout an’ I quit travelin’ as road hustler. I can 
do better as hustlin’ sport than I can as road 
hustler. Got tired hoboin’ like tramp. Git so tired 
jes’ have to lay down anywhere. 


Rock was my pillow all night to lay; 
Never know nothing mo’ till break o’ day. 
What did hobo say to tramp? 

Night’s a-comin’ an’ leaves gittin’ damp. 
What did hobo say to bum? 

Git any cornbread, save me some. 


Reasons I travels is can’t be satisfied. Sometimes I 
listens to other expert hoboes tellin’ what they 
done. So I don’t want to work nohow, so I goes on 
the road again. Sometimes I goes jes’ because I 
likes it. Sometimes I gits in trouble over girl an’ 
don’t have no money for her, an’ so that puts me 
to ramblin’. Sometimes I jes’ has the don’t-keer 
spirit, go day, come day, God send Sunday. Some- 
times I jes’ wants to make money. Sometimes I 
dreams big schemes figgerin’ out some big things 
I’m gonna do. If my good spirit rulin’ me, I’m 
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thinkin’ bout how I can better myself, an’ if I feel 
my hell a-risin’ I jes’ want to git out o’ here. Some- 
times I thinks, well, I’m down an’ out now, but if 
I ever gits to end of my journey an’ succeed, folks 
won’t know me when I git back. By God, Ill go 
stompin’ through town. I jes’ naturally been to mo’ 
places than anybody else. I jes’ naturally want to 
tell big tales jes’ to be talkin’. I’m jes’ a man gittin’ 
over the world. 


I’m mos’ travelin’ man ever in this land 

Was seen fer miles around. 

I ain’t never got caught an’ never will give up 
Till police shoot me down. 


*Bout funniest thing ever happen to me, also one 
mos’ hard times I ever had, was one time I lay 
down in woods to sleep an’ woke up nex’ morning 
covered with snow. Big black man sleepin’ under 
white freezin’ snow. So I don’t like this either. 


I’m goin’ back to sunny South 

Where sun shines on my honey’s house. 

I’m one hundred miles from home 

An’ I can’t go home this way. 

Wish to God some ole train would run, 

Carry me back where I come from. 
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Sometimes when I ain’t got no money, ain’t got 
nothin’ to eat, ain’t got friend in this world, I gits 
blues clean down in my shoes. Clothes all wet, feet 
on the ground, Lawd, I’m gonna ketch that train, 
don’t know where it’s from. Sick in my mind I keep 
thinkin’ bout workhouse settin’ way out on long 
ole lonesome road. Trouble gonna follow me to my 
grave. Ain’t it sad ’bout po’ Eddy Jones bein’ dead, 
singing “Nearer My God to Thee’? I been 
thinkin’ ’bout po’ Lazarus, too. If I die long way 
from home, ship my body home. 


Look down, po’ lonesome road, 
Hacks all dead in line. 

Some give a nickel, some give a dime 
To bury this po’ body o’ mine. 
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A TRAVELIN’ MAN 


HE WAS A TRAVELIN’ MAN, 

HE CERTAINLY WAS A TRAVELIN’ MAN, 
HE WAS MOS’ TRAVELIN’ MAN 

THAT EVER WAS IN THIS LAN’. 


AN’ WHEN THE LAW GOT AFTER HIM 

HE SHO’ GOT ON THE ROAD. 

AN’ IF TRAIN PASS, NO MATTER HOW FAS’, 
HE CERTAINLY WOULD GET ON BOA’D. 


HE WAS A TRAVELIN’ MAN, 

WAS SEEN FOR MILES AROUN’, 

HE NEVER GOT CAUGHT, AN’ NEVER GIVE UP 
UNTIL THE POLICE SHOT HIM DOWN. 


THE POLICE SHOT HIM WITH A RIFLE, 

AN’ THE BULLET WENT THROUGH HIS HEAD, 
THE PEOPLE CAME FOR MILES AROUN’, 

TO SEE IF HE WAS DEAD. 


THEY SENT DOWN SOUTH FOR HIS MOTHER, 
SHE WAS GRIEVED AND MOVED WITH TEARS, 
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THEN SHE OPEN THE COFFIN TO SEE HER SON, 
AN’ THE FOOL HAD DISAPPEARED. 


nus the spirit if not the letter of Black Ulysses 

with his “travelin’ mind.” He of the invinci- 
ble spirit and invulnerable flesh. The old prayer 
petitioned, “O Lord, have mercy, the spirit is will- 
ing but the flesh is weak.” Not so with Ulysses of 
the willing spirit and strong flesh. An Odyssey of 
remarkable proportions. War and camps and back. 
A trail from landing in New York to California, 
working back East through Idaho, Wyoming, 
North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Iowa, 
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Ohio, West Virginia, North 
Carolina. Thence off again to Tennessee down the 
Mississippi, to New Orleans back through Missis- 
sippi to Memphis, thence to St. Louis, Chicago, to 
Texas and Mexico. Back again to Chicago. 
Thence Ohio, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Rhode 
Island, Maine, Canada, back to New York, New 
Jersey, Pennsylvania, Virginia and North Carolina. 
And of his experiences only samplings. Imagina- 
tion and the future must complete this story of a 
black fellow just rounding out thirty years of a 
Wonderobocian Iliad beyond compare. 

YS 
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IKE I said, I gits mighty tired stayin’ in any 
one place. Likewise, I gits mighty tired being 
road hustler. Still, sometimes I tries out road 
again. But heap mo’ fun and mo’ successful bein’ 
hustlin’ sport, if fellow can git ’way with it like me. 
Way it is, I works round three or four weeks 
maybe, saves up my money an’ rides the cushions 
to some other place. Gits money gamblin’ an’ 
hustlin’ jes’ anywhere big job is. Maybe some town 
on boom with big buildin’ jobs. So I comes in, has 
two suits clothes, one blue, one with light trousers, 
an’ carryin’ cane. So I gits good place to board 
and hustles up my money, gamblin’ an’ livin’ on 
women like I told ’bout. 


If I gits sho’-’nough low-down I acts as sweet-back, 
keepin’ myself supported by different womens. 
Mo’ darker kind want handsome fellow to set up to 
’em. Sometimes that’s easiest money I gits an’ 
women likes it, so I ain’t bother yet, I ain’t bother 
yet. 


I’m just from the country come to town, 
A too-loo shaker from nable on down. 
You may leave but this will bring you back. 


I tries most every kind of travelin’ an’ livin’ an’ 
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hustlin’. One time I thought I’d stay ’while in 
camp where big boom was on an’ so I got Ford car 
from white man. Paid him zactly thirty-two dollars 
an’ twenty cents for it. Didn’t have no tires, didn’t 
have no lights, wheels run like they ain’t mates, 
wobblin’ long like black stepbrothers tryin’ to out- 
dashionest one ’nuther with joree jaw. So I gits 
me some regular nigger tires an’ puts on ’em. Call 
’em nigger tires cause they always blowin’ out on 
Sunday with crowd of ’bout ten colored folks in 
one Ford goin’ on down road an’ round curves like 
ole boat a-reelin’ and a-rockin’. 


’Bout first trip I made in this baby was when cook 
in camp had ole Chevrolet an’ got in big wreck 
one night, an’ I had to carry him over to nex’ camp. 
So we got couple o’ black boys an’ was speedin’ up 
round curve an’ big fill. *Bout that time ’nuther 
car with bright lights come ’fo’-dayin’ round corner 
bout fohty-hundred miles minute an’ we went off 
bank. Broke both front wheels, busted windshield, 
an’ one boy went straight through windshield. 
*Nuther boy got his head cut up. Never hurt me 
none. White man I bought car from had it fixed 
up an’ so we took it out one night, me an’ two 
women an’ ’nuther colored fellow. Well, man run 
right into us an’ tore car all to pieces. So we left 
dam’ thing there. 
[238] 


A Travelin’ Man 


One of the funniest things I ever seed was colored 
boy learnin’ to drive new Ford an’ got ’bout three 
boys an’ three girls in car an’ started out. Well, 
car got out from his control an’ run off bank, an’ 
this fellow got caught between car an’ branch an’ 
you ought ’a’ heard him holler. Wasn’t hurt, but 
could hear him hollerin’ for miles round. Funny 
way colored folks drive cars. Sat’day evening an’ 
Sunday put ’bout fo’ times as many folks as car can 
hold an’ go speedin’ round curves an’ careerin’ 
round like goddam. I told ’bout crowds of ’em 
goin’ to all-day Sunday meetin’s. So many can’t 
count ’em. Take me till to-morrow night to tell 
’bout ’em. Old Fords and Chevrolets, an’ Dodges 
an’ Buicks an’ all sorts an’ kinds o’ cars in all sorts 
an’ kinds o’ condition. Well, I ain’t never fooled 
with no car ’scusin’ that one ole Ford, an’ it was 
plenty. But heap fellows have ’em. 

Well, like I was sayin’, I was gittin’ tired stayin’ 
round home an’ tired o’ road hustlin’, an’ ain’t no 
use me workin’ so ’cause I ain’t gonna work no mo’. 
Leastwise I been up round Norfolk an’ see sailors 
all dressed in blue look like they don’t have nothin’ 
to do an’ always havin’ good time and struttin’ 
round. So I goes an’ gits in Navy, an’ we goes all 
over everywhere out to Honerlulu an’ can’t tell 
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what all places we been to, or likely to go to, an’ 
come back an’ stay in Hampton Roads while. Jes’ 
as I was gittin’ to like Navy pretty well somehow 
I gits tired o’ water an’ workin’ so hard, so I gits 
loose an’ goes back lookin’ for work. Ain’t long 
till I wishes I was back on ole ship a-reelin’ an’ 
a-rockin’ in storm even if some time don’t look like 
I could live through storm. 


Some times I got mighty seasick an’ never did like 
storms on sea. One time big storm comin’ up, an’ 
I felt my hell a-risin’ an’ sick an’ blue an’ I didn’t 
do nothin’ but cuss storm an’ wind an’ waves to 
goddam ’struction. Folks said I sho’ would be 
struck dead. So, I told ’em the thing to do then, 
is to strike me, goddam storm come messin’ me up. 


So I gits job in restaurant an’ works little while 
then goes down to Rocky Mount an’ works in boiler 
factory, but gits into some devilment an’ comes 
back on up to Roanoke this time. Then I gits pass 
to go work on big railroad camp up near Columbus. 
So I worked there maybe nearly three weeks an’ 
crowds of us boys caught freight train in front of 
camp. So we was headin’ for West Virginia. Rode 
on top cars, couldn’t ride rods no mo’, too hot an’ 
dangerous. Weather was gittin’ bad an’ commence 
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snowin’ an’ sleetin’. Detective seen us an’ stopped 
train right in middle of trustle over pond o’ water. 


I was on top one car, ’nuther fellow in front an’ one 
on box car behind me. So we all jumped off into 
water an’ slipped off on other side an’ into woods. 
Sho’ was freezin’ cold. So we makes us big log fire 
out in woods an’ gits dried off an’ goes back to rail- 
road an’ gits in coal car an’ come on to Bluefield. 
Sho’ was cold. ’Nuther detective brought us out 
an’ put us in jail. That was Sat’day an’ trial come 
off Monday. So they ask us did we have any 
money an’ sentence us ten dollars or thirty days on 
roads. So we did not have any money, an’ treated 
us all right, an’ we serve our sentence. Well, we 
got out an’ caught freight train to Portsmouth. 
One boy called John Duffit, an’ one was named 
Bill Byas. Well, I got down at Norfolk an’ went 
to Norfolk Western road-house an’ got job workin’ 
nights. 


Well, I had some hard times trampin’ them days. 

Eat when we could, sleep anywhere, go in sto’ an’ 

call fer somethin’ an’ then run out without payin’ 

for it. I got stubborn one day in camp, an’ they 

fired me. So I went without food for three days. 

First day I was so outdashionest hungry I could 
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eat anything. Nex’ day I didn’t feel so hungry 
an’ third day I was sorter weak and feel hellish like, 
don’t-keer spirit. When I does git something to eat 
I don’t eat much, but nex’ day I can ’bout eat up 
whole kitchen. 


One time I was hoboin’ my way ’long in Virginia 
an’ saw feller in car look like might be good buddy. 
So I says, “Hello, Buddy, where you goin’?”” This 
hobo turned out to be girl. Got in trouble wid hus- 
band cuttin’ him up ’cause he was runnin’ with 
another woman. Well, she was good road hustler 
Same as man. Started out with hard luck when she 
was girl an’ jes’ got started wrong. 


’Bout that time I was drafted fer camps, an take 
me till nex’ summer to tell *bout war an’ camp. 
Sometime I ’spects to tell ’bout this separate. Went 
to Camp Al fust an’ got on fine ’scusin’ one day I 
jes’ had to have little devilment so I run over guard 
one day. Way it was, officers started after me, 
an’ jes’ bout time they ’bout to ketch me, I stoops 
down sudden an’ two officers go pilin’ over me on 
groun’. So they sentence me to kitchen for ten 
days. One day they takes us all out on parade. 
They tells us to right face, an’ some face bout, 
some lef’ face, an’ some right face, an’ I makes out 
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like I don’t know nothin’ an’ so I starts runnin’ like 
hell. Couldn’t say whether officers jes’ naturally 
tickled to death at my funny ways or whether they 
was mad. Leastwise made us do without supper, 
an’ nex’ day made us double time two solid hours 
*fo’ breakfast an’ laid two fellows out. 


Nex’ I went to Camp Jackson an’ then camp at 
Nelso, West Virginia. Can’t say why move me so 
much, but worked me some on Long Island, some 
Jacksonville, Florida, some Camp Roquefort, 
Springfield, an’ government camp at Los Angeles 
and Sacramento. 


I jes’ did git over in France an’ I'll tell you "bout 
that later. One thing I remembers was one time 
after had much rain an’ cold an’ mud, an’ some boys 
been in front trenches an’ back. White soldiers all 
glum an’ blue an’ some cussin’ an’ swearin’. Well, 
crowd colored soldiers over there joreein’ one 
’nuther, an’ makin’ like they ain’t skeered. 
‘“‘Well, old General, I reckon you led the battle to- 
day.” 
“Well, black Brother, leastwise I was leadin’ fo’- 
ward instead o’ runnin’ like you was.” 
“Fuh, I bet you so skeered an’ run so fas’ you done 
lost your breath off’n you.” 
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Kept selves all talkin’ an’ laughin’ an’ one crowd 
got to singing ole speerchials, an’ jes’ then we 
knowed whole company was feelin’ better. Sho’ 
was glad to know songs then. Can hear ’em singin’ 
yet: 


Goin’ to lay down my burden, 
Down by the river side. 

Ain’t gonna study war no mo’ 
Goin’ to meet my dear ole mother 
Down by the river side 

Ain't gonna study war no mo’. 


After I gits discharged from army an’ gits paid off 
I decides to ride the cushions some, an’ like I says, 
quit road hustlin’ an’ be hustlin’ sport. So I just 
starts to California ’cause in camp I likes it. So I 
goes out but don’t stay long. Loses my money an’ 
gits broke. Ain’t no women out there suit me, so 
I starts back an’ works my way back. I had ’nough 
money when I left California to take me out ’bout 
to Wyoming an’ worked at day job to git money to 
go on. JDidn’t do nothin’ much at Cheyenne 
though. Couldn’t git no further than North Da- 
kota, but needed hand to wipe up engines on Great 
Northern railroad two hundred and thirty-seven 
miles from Minneapolis. So I took that job. I 
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made good money, an’ next, thought I’d like to see 
could I git good job in wheat-fields. 


So I got work out at Aberdeen in wheat-field har- 
vest carryin’ water an’ helpin’ men. I went down 
an’ worked little while in packin’ house in East 
Omaha an’ in harvest-fields again *bout thirty- 
seven miles from Leavenworth, then up in Iowa on 
railroad an’ in mines. Then I moved on an’ tried 
my hand at railroad again. Was kinder butler on 
C. B. and Q. out from Milwaukee, but we stayed in 
town. Then I come on across to Detroit an’ worked 
while in Ford factory, an’ then went back to Ohio 
an’ happen on good job workin’ for mayor of 
Bridgeport named Charlie Jenkins; had wife called 
Annie an’ stepdaughter named Willemena. Didn’t 
stay long an’ so I was movin’ on tryin’ to git back to 
Virginia an’ North Carolina, so nex’ stop was in 
coal mines of West Virginia twenty-seven mile from 
Charleston. So then I comes on back to Norfolk 
again. So I makes that trip back from California 
better’n I thought I could. 


I stays a little while in Norfolk an’ then starts out 

again. This time I sets out for Memphis, Tennes- 

see. Stopped again at Rocky Mount machine shops 

an’ got money ’nough to ride cushions to Knoxville, 
[245 | 


Rainbow Round My Shoulder 

pebiry meamiatin lasts ei seers Ra Ene 
then hoboed on engine to Memphis. Stayed there 
while doin’ most anything, paintin’, cookin’, butler 
an’ jes’ loafin’ an’ livin’ off women like I already 
told about.. From there I got on river boat an’ 
work down to New Orleans an’ stayed long time, 
mos’ pleasantest place at that time. Then I starts 
back to Memphis an’ stops off boat an’ works while 
at Natchez. 


Then I went back to Memphis an’ loafed a while 
an’ finally got job cookin’ helpin’ big German chef. 
Then I quit Memphis. Was jes’ taken with trav- 
elin’ mind again. Lef’ on boat for Cairo then 
caught I. C. train to St. Louis. Lef?’ Memphis with 
thirty dollars an’ when got in Cairo had twenty- 
five cents. Was snowin’ ’bout half leg deep an’ I 
run ’cross fellow with money. So I flips my quar- 
ter an’ loses that. So I hoboes out to St. Louis 
where I has sister. So I finds her an’ loafs ’bout 
three weeks an’ takes up with woman has little 
money. ‘Bout that time I was fallin’ deeply in 
love with woman like I told. So I works some an’ 
leaves town, but comes back an’ takes up with her. 


I got job in tobacco factory, but me an’ foreman 

had fallin’ out an’ so I quit. I was always good 

cook, so I tries railroad camp, an’ then they put me 
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on travelin’ car an’ run me down in Texas an’ used 
to go ’cross to Mexico. Then I ask for transfer, 
an’ won’t give it to me, so I quits an’ stops at Chi- 
cago an’ got acquainted with woman had little 
money an’ so opened up little shop cleanin’ an’ 
pressin’, but quit there ’cause lost all money. Then 
I went to work as night porter in Van Buren Sta- 
tion, but work down-stairs at night too hard. SoI 
quits that an’ goes to work in foundry shop at 
fohty-two cents hour. I took vacation fer few 
days, so got fired an’ so I goes over to ’nuther 
foundry an’ gits job. Foreman says I’m too lazy 
an’ good fer nothin’, so I quits there. 


Then I went out to Peoria an’ cooked at Golf Club. 
Friend told me ’bout job. So I worked ’bout week 
an’ reason I quit manager was too hard on me. I 
got ‘long with him jes’ ’bout twelve nights then I 
quit. Work till bout four o’clock some nights an’ 
no time off. 


Well, I come back to Chicago an’ got job as cook 

on train an’ goes up in Maine an’ Canada fer few 

trips, but like I said I ain’t no man fer that kind 0’ 

work. I’m a travelin’ man for the road. So I 

starts back again an’ does all sorts o’ street work an’ 

jes’ anything an’ finally gits job with show. They 
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likes my Blues an’ joree jaw an’ my twelve-string 
Laura. 


So I goes up into Maine an’ Connecticut an’ Rhode 
Island an’ was some show. I’d work at night an’ 
have good time in day. Show want me do too 
much work, help with cookin’ an’ sing my Blues, 
too, an’ so I quits. 


So I comes to New York again while, then goes to 
Philadelphia, then to Pittsburgh, an’ "bout that 
time I’ve got the achin’ Blues. So I goes back to 
Winston-Salem an’ that’s where I come from to 
this camp. I jes’ can’t be satisfied an’, good Lawd, 
I ain’t started yet. 


If I feel to-morrow, 

Good God, like I feel to-day, 
Gonna pack my suitcase, 
Lawd, an’ walk away. 


Wake up in mornin’, 
Blues all round my head ; 
Look under my pillow, 
Blues all over my bed. 
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WELL, WOKE UP THIS MORNIN’, BLUES ALL 
ROUND MY BED 

I BELIEVE TO MY SOUL, BLUES GONNA KILL ME 
DEAD 


Bee ULYSSES singing his Blues indescribably 
characteristic of his wanderer’s soul. Black 
Ulysses IS the Blues. No other form of expression 
can portray him fully as he is. His sorrow song the 
expression of self-pity, childish yearning, struggle 
for survival, folk feeling and all that is crowded 
into his singing moment. Black mirror reflecting 
song technique of obtaining food, shelter, money 
and sweet mama. Blending of folk romance of 
work and imagination, primitive, physical and spir- 
itual expression. Appetite turned to song, song at- 
tuned to appetites. 


As for Black Ulysses, Blues at his work, at his play, 

as he walks, as he rides, morning, noon and night. 

Lonesome times between camps, between towns, 
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scenes with buddy on the road, with women and 
sweethearts, but always and everywhere Blues on 
his mind. Langston Hughes to his spirit. 


THUMP, THUMP, THUMP, WENT HIS FOOT ON 
THE FLOOR, 
HE PLAYED A FEW CHORDS THEN SANG SOME 
MORE— 
“I GOT THE WEARY BLUES 
AN’ I CAN’T BE SATISFIED. 
GOT THE WEARY BLUES 
AND CAN’T BE SATISFIED— 
I AIN’T HAPPY NO MO’ 
AND I WISH THAT I HAD DIED.” 
AND FAR INTO THE NIGHT HE CROONED THAT 
TUNE. 
THE STARS WENT OUT AND SO DID THE MOON. 
THE SINGER STOPPED PLAYING AND WENT TO 
BED 
WHILE THE WEARY BLUES ECHOED THROUGH 
HIS HEAD. 
HE SLEPT LIKE A ROCK OR A MAN THAT’S DEAD. 


Thus “sweet Blues coming from a black man’s 

soul,” the newer and more formal embodiment of 

the Negro’s sorrow songs, representative of a host 

of black folk who “look down that lonesome road 
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and cry.” Here was Black Ulysses now “down on 
Lenox Avenue,” now “way down south in Dixie,” 
“swaying to and fro on his rickety stool’ and 
playing that “sad raggy tune like a musical fool,” 
the descendant of the old worshipers who sang so 
well of the rock in a weary land. Then Blues 
again from the Southern distances, from Mem- 
phis to Natchez, from New Orleans to Macon, 
from Charleston to Atlanta, and back across 
to Ohio, Illinois, Pennsylvania, and from way- 
side roads and camps, from jail and chain gang, 
come unmeasured volume of harmony, unnum- 
bered outbursts, the perfect technique of plaintive 
appeal. 


LAWD, I’M PO’ BOY LONG WAY FROM HOME, 

I’M OUT IN THIS WIDE WORLD ALONE, 

GOT NOBODY CARRY MY TROUBLES TO. 

GOT NOWHERE TO LAY MY WEARY HEAD. 

WELL, ROCK WAS MY PILLOW LAS’ NIGHT. 

OH, LOOK DOWN DAT LONESOME ROAD AN’ CRY. 


Eloquent successors to the old spirituals with their 

sorrow-feeling, these songs of the lonesome road 

have gathered power and numbers and artistic in- 

terpretation until they challenge description and 

record. Black Ulysses, arch representative of the 
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wanderer, the migrant, the black man offender be- 
hind prison bars or with ball and chain, 


PO’ BOY LONG WAY FROM HOME, 
GOT THE BLUES, BUT TOO DAM’ MEAN TO CRY, 


constitutes a universal type, as distinctive and in- 
imitable as the old jubilee singers and those whom 
they represented. Whenever Negroes work, or loaf 
or wait judgment, there may be heard the “Weary 
Blues,” the “Lawdy, Lawd, Lawd” vibrato solo, 
and the “Mule on the Mountain” harmony, to- 
gether with limitless song and words and inarticu- 
late sound, with such variableness and shadow of 
turning as seem to present a sort of superhuman 
description of the folk-soul. No amount of studies 
into race backgrounds, or historical stories of 
Africa, or anthropological excursions can give so 
completely and so simply the story of this Negro 
quest for expression, freedom and easy-going solace 
as the low-keyed minor song described in Dubose 
Heyward’s “Jasbo Brown’: 


YER GOT TO KNOW 
I AIN’T DE KINE FER STAYIN’; 
ALWAYS I IS MOVIN’, 
ALWAYS PLAYIN’. 
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LIFE IS JES’ HELLO, 

AN’ SO LONG 

FOR GAWD’S LONELY CHILLUN 
WHAT GOT ER SONG. 


Thus Black Ulysses singing, thus Jasbo of the 
steamboat crowd, thus Jerry of the road, thus Rail- 
road Bill and Stagolee, thus the annals and Blues 
of Left Wing Gordon, itinerant of the construction 
camp. Thus singers in the morning and at even- 
tide, at noon and workaday hours with cap’n aw 
waterboy, always moving, always plaintive or 
humorous, millions strong, worksters, songsters, 
full-handed musicianers and music physicianers— 
mirrors of a race. 


Com, 


ELL, when the wing Blues come out, that’s 

me. I got mo’ Blues than angels in Heaven 
can sing. Take me till day after to-morrow night 
to name ’em. I can think 0’ some. Blues of the 
lonesome road, achin’ hearted blues, all-alone blues, 
swearin’-away blues, baby won’t you please come 
home. I got bleeding-hearted blues, don’t-care 
blues, down-hearted blues, ’fo’-day blues and 
woman sing blues, got to leave my home, he’s the 
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cause of me being blue. I got the cryin’ blues an’ 
I’m tellin’ my honey I’m goin’ way just to wear 
her off my mind. 


I'd rather be in jail standin’ like a log 
Than be here treated like a dog. 

Oh, my baby, you don’t know my mind. 
When you think I’m laughin’ 

Laughiw to keep from cryin’. 


Some of mos’ poplar Blues of women sung on rec- 
ord, but eve’ybody sings ’em. Blues of papa and 
daddy; aggravatin’ papa; changeable daddy o’ 
mine; cruel papa, but good man to have around; 
daddy, ease it to me; daddy, won’t you please come 
home; daddy, your mama is lonesome for you; 
daddy, you’ve done put that thing on me; don’t 
you quit me, daddy; do it a long time, papa; good- 
lookin’ papa; I’ve got a do-right daddy now; I’ve 
got to go and leave my daddy behin’; leave my 
sweet papa alone; leavin’ my daddy is hard to do; 
lonesome daddy; longing for daddy; mean daddy, 
mistreatin’ daddy; slow down, sweet papa, mama’s 
catchin’ up with you; that free and easy papa 0’ 
mine; my daddy’s callin’ me. 


Reason I love my baby so, 
When she makes five dollars give her daddy fo’. 
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Hey, mama, hey, baby, you don’t know my 
mind, 

When you think I’m lovin’ you, I’m leavin’ you 
behin’. 


Blues bout sweet mama mos’ inviting songs. Got 
all sorts and kinds o’ names for lovin’ baby. Some- 
times Beale Street mama, big fat mama, lonesome 
mama, mistreated mama, sweet-smellin’ mama, 
evil mama. One song is how can I be your sweet 
mama when you are daddy to some one else? 
Others sing mama’s got something I know you 
want; mama’s got the blues; mama whip, mama 
spank; papa, mama’s all alone; you’ve got every- 
thing a sweet mama needs but me. 


All the wrong you've done to me 
Bound to come back to you. 


I got Blues about women, all sorts and kinds, funny 
songs, sho’ make me strut my stuff. Some of songs 
I can name: Black, but sweet, oh, God; every- 
body’s man’s my man; everybody needs a man; 
everybody loves my baby; get yourself a monkey 
man, make him strut his stuff; give it to me good; 
green gal can’t catch on; I’d rather be blue than 
green; hot lips, how do you expect to get my 
lovin’; I ain’t gonna give nobody none o’ this jelly 
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roll; if I let you get away with it once, you'll do it 
all the time; if that’s what you want, here it is; if 
you don’t I know who will; I got your bath water 
on; I got what it takes to bring you back; you’ve 
got the right key but the wrong key-hole; I’m 
busy and you can’t come in; I’m free, single, dis- 
engaged, lookin’ for some one to love. 


I wonder what’s the matter, 

Lawd, I cain’t see. 

You love some other man, sweet woman, 
An’ you don’t love me. 


I got Blues for all the states, leastwise one for every 
state I been in an’ some mo’. If I ain’t got one I 
makes one. Heap o’ Georgia Blues: Atlanta 
Blues, Georgia Hunch, Peachtree Man, Decatur 
Blues, Emancipation Day in Georgia. For Ala- 
bama I got some: Alabama Blues, Birmingham, 
Lovin’ Sam from Alabam, Muscle Shoals Blues, 
Selma Bama Blues. I got Blues of Mississippi and 
Louisiana: Mississippi Blues, Ole Miss Blues, 
Down on the Levee, Louisiana Evening, New Or- 
leans, Hop-scop Blues, New Orleans Wiggle, 
Shreveport Blues, Louisiana Low-down. Florida, 
Virginia, Texas an’ Tennessee all got Blues. Caro- 
lina Blues, Carolina Strut, Charleston Strut, Nor- 
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folk Blues, Norfolk Religion, Virginia Blues, Tulsa, 
Wabash Blues, St. Louis Blues, Waco Texas Blues, 
Arkansas Blues, Blue Grass, Louisville Blues, Chat- 
tanooga, Memphis Blues. Some from West and 
North. San Francisco Blues, Kansas City Man 
Blues, Michigan Water, Omaha Blues, Panama 
Limited, Boll Weevil Blues, Cornfield Blues. 


Ohio, Ohio, West Virginia, too. 
De blues dis nigger’s had only very few. 
What you gonna do, Lawd, what you gonna do? 


When I come from New York, walkin’ long 
the way, 

People pick me up jes’ to get me to pay, 

Ain’t my place to live, anyway you can’t stay 
here. 


Oh, Illinois Central, what can you spare? 
Fo’ my baby’s in trouble an’ I ain't dere. 
Hey, lawdy, lawdy, I got crazy blues. 


Lawd, I woke up dis mornin’, found my baby 
gone, 
Missed her from rollin’ an’ tumblin’ in my arms. 
Can’t keep from cryin’, thinkin’ about that 
baby o’ mine. 
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Good-God-a-mighty I got de ’fo’-day Blues, can’t 
be satisfied here an’ nowhere I go. Wish to God 
I had million dollars, git me fo’ automobiles, ride 
till I go stone blind, leave my baby in the hands o’ 
God. Good Lawd, when I was little baby mama 
told me never let no one woman make fool out o’ 
me. 


O Lawd, if I feel to-morrow lak I feel to-day, 
Good God, gonna pack my suitcase, 
Lawd, an’ walk away. 


Creek’s all muddy, pond’s gone dry. 
I never miss my baby till she said good-by. 
Hey, baby, got the ’fo’-day blues. 


Well, I went to graveyard, an’ looked in my 
baby’s face, 

Said “I love you, sweet baby, jes’ can’t take 
yo’ place.” 

Baby, I’m laughin’ to keep from cryin’. 


Whistle blowed on, church bell softly tolled; 

Well, I had good woman, but po’ girl dead an’ 
gone. 

Well, baby, I’m cryin’ all the time. 
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Oh, baby, you don’t know my min’. 
When you think I’m laughin’, 
Laughin’ to keep from cryin’. 


Sometimes I jes’ sings an’ picks an’ sometimes I jes’ 
sings an’ thinks an’ sometimes I jes’ sings. My 
Blues ain’t got no time, ain’t got no place, don’t 
mean nothin’ to me an’ nobody else. But good 
Lawd, I got the Blues, can’t be satisfied, got to 
sing. Good-God-a-mighty I’m gittin’ sleepy, ’m 
gittin’ high as Georgia pine, seein’ clear sky 
through dam’ mud-hole. 


Alabama, Tennessee, I wrote my mother letter 
Don’t write back to me, reason I tell you I got 
de ’fo’-day blues. 


I got de Florida Blues, hey, mama, hey, baby, 
I got the crazy blues. 

Hey, baby, you don’t know my min’, when you 
think I’m leavin’, I’m comin’ all the time. 


I ain't got no money, no place to stay. 
Hey, baby, hey, honey, I got de Florida Blues. 


I got Elgin watch, made on yo’ frame. 
Hey, baby, hey, honey, I got Florida blues. 
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California ridden, don’t think I’m didden, 
De reason I’m tellin’ you I have no place to 
stay. 


Mother an’ father dead, done gone away, 
I’m a lonesome boy, got nowhere to stay. 


When I gits ’bout half high as Georgia pine, maybe 
three-fourths as high, bout fohty wid de cleaver, 
an’ bout half sleep, I sings slow Blues, don’t know 
what I’m singing, don’t know what they mean. 
Still they has singin’ feelin’ an’ I put all sorts an’ 
kinds together. 


Eddy Studow been here, 

You got de so long well, 

’Cause I feel you sinkin’, 

Easin’ down to hell 

Oh, sweet baby, you don’t know my min’, 
’Cause when you think I’m laughin’, I’m cryin’. 


If you don’t b’lieve I’m sinkin’, 
Jes’ look what a hole I’m in. 
If you don’t b’lieve I love you, 
Jes’ look what a fool I been. 
Oh, sweet baby, you dow t know my min’. 
When you think I’m loviw’ you I’m leavin’ you 
behin’. 
[262] 


Blues on My Mind 


Oh, baby, jes’ ship my clo’es out in valise, 
Oh, baby, jes’ ship my clo’es out in valise. 
Reason I tell you ship ’em, 

Yo’ heart I don’t believe. 

Thought I woke up yesterday, 

My heart was very sick, 

’Cause reason I love you. 

’Day’s nearer pay-day. 


Dam that low down big black boy stole my dices 
las’ night. Gonna git his black hide if las’ thing I 
do. Then I’m leavin’ here, can’t be satisfied. Gon- 
na ask my baby can’ I bring my clothes back home. 
Wonder where my baby stay las’ night, treat me 
lak I’m done daid an’ gone. I’m goin’ way worry 
trouble off my mind. I can git home anywhere I 


go. 


The reason I love my lovin’ baby so, 
Oh, reason I love my lovin’ baby se, 
"Cause if she makes five dollars 

She sho’ bring her father fo’. 


Yes, it’s hey, sweet baby, 
You don’t know my min’, 
’Cause it’s hey, sweet baby. 
You dont know my min’. 
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When you think I’m laughin’, 
Laughin’ jes’ to keep from cryin’. 


O Lawd, what you gonna say, 

I need de woman for de money, 

I got no place to stay. 

For de reason I love my lovin’ baby so, 
When she make eight dollahs, 

Sho’ bring her father fo’. 


Ruther see you dead, 
Floatin’ in yo’ grave; 
Ruther see you dead, 
Lawd, floatin’ in yo’ grave, 
Than be here, Lawd, 
Treated dis a-way. 


Well I got the blues an’ can’t be satisfied here and 
nowhere I go. Lef’ my po’ rider standin’ in do’, 
head hung down, tears fallin’ to the flo’. 


I woke up this mornin’, 

Feet half-way out of bed, 
Lawd, I woke up this mornin’, 
Oh, de Blues you give me 
Sho’ gonna kill me dead. 
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Well, Blues come to Texas 

Lopin’ like a mule 

Gonna buy me bulldog, two grayhounds. 
I’m gonna git me one high yellow 

An’, bygod, two teasin’ browns. 
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I’M GONNA BUY ME MAGNIFIED 
LANTERN 


Ree ULYSSES singing again. This time leader 
of work songs. An unforgetable scene. Three 
squads of Negroes digging and singing. Excavation 
for building. Each group approximately a dozen 
workmen. First group on left facing center, swing 
of picks, banter and song. Middle group backs 
turned, rhythmic strokes and harmonious “huhs,’’ 
third group on right faces forward, “oh, my Lawd, 
oh, my Lawd.” First group: 


THAT OLE SEABOARD DOWN BY THE SOUTHERN, 

THAT OLE SEABOARD DOWN BY THE SOUTHERN, 

OH, MY LAWD, THAT OLE SEABOARD DOWN BY 
THE SOUTHERN, 

I’M GOIN’ HOME, LAWD, I’M GOIN’ HOME. 


Second and middle group, Black Ulysses leading, 
quick-witted humorist head thrown back, face 
turned about, singing and smiling, white teeth shin- 
ing, “Yes, mygod.” 
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DON’T LET OLE WARMERS FOOL YOU, 

NEX’ WINTER GONNA BE SO COLD, 

FIRE CAN’T WARM YOU, FIRE CAN’T WARM YOU. 
LAWD, I’M GOIN’ HOME, I’M GOIN’ HOME. 


Third group, singing, exclamations and shoutings, 
consecutive harmony and rivalry. 


THAT OLE RAILROAD TRAIN, RAILROAD TRAIN, 

OH, MY LAWD, DOWN BY THE STATION, 

THAT OLE RAILROAD TRAIN DOWN BY THE 
STATION. 

OH, MY LAWD, I’M GOIN’ HOME, I’M GOIN’ HOME. 


Then all groups together, singing, now tenor, now 
bass, now “yes, my Lawd, and lawdy, lawd.” 
Shouting and digging, huhs and lawds, harmony 
defying notation, song sources unlimited. Standard 
texts, variations and improvisations, full speed 
ahead. 


Howard Mumford Jones to Left Wing Gordon, 
Odell Walker, Jim Watson, and all the hosts of their 
compatriots. 


SING, BLACK ULYSSES, 
REPRESENT YOUR RACE. 
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SING, AFRICANS, SING, 

OUT OF A MILLION JUNGLE THROATS, OUT OF 
A MILLION BROWN, BLACK THROATS, 

FROM RED LIPS LIKE WATERMELONS, FROM 
TEETH WHITE LIKE SUN-KISSED BONES. 

SING YOUR WORK-SONGS, WEARY-SONGS, COON- 
SONGS, JAZZ-SONGS, BLUES. 

CHANT YOUR RHYTHMS, AFRICA, MOAN YOUR 
LONG DELICIOUS RHYMES, 

GO TO IT, STRUT YOUR STUFF, 

MUSIC PHYSICIANERS, HOWL OUT YOUR LOUD 
NOTES, QUAVER OUT THE PLAINTIVE 
NOTES. 

THAT WE MAY REMEMBER, ALWAYS REMEMBER. 

BIG BLACK NIGGERS, COAL-BLACK NIGGERS, 
HELL-BLACK NIGGERS, SINGING, YOU 
RAMBLERS, BAD MEN, CREEPERS, COTTON 
PICKERS, ROUSTABOUTS, BROWN BOYS. 

SING, YOU CHAIN GANGS, RATTLE YOUR 
CHAINS TO THE PRISON GUARD BLUES. 

HEAR THAT BANJO? HEAR THAT SAXOPHONE? 
YOUR THROATS ARE BANJOES, YOUR 
THROATS ARE SAXOPHONES, 

THAT WE MAY REMEMBER, ALWAYS REMEMBER. 

CONJURE THE BUILDINGS UP OUT OF BLACK 
EARTH, CONJURE THE RAILROADS INTO 
STEEL-BLUE SNAKES WITH SINGING, 
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CONJURE THE COTTON, CONJURE THE SHOVEL, 
CON JURE ALL THE MULE TEAMS, CON JURE 
ALL THE SCRAPERS, 

TUNNEL YOUR SONG INTO THE EARTH, DIG UN- 
DER OUR CITIES WITH SINGING. 

INTO THE PRIMITIVE EARTH, THE BROWN, 
BLACK EARTH; SHOW US WHERE WE 
CAME FROM. 

SING, AFRICA, SING TO AMERICA, CONJURE HER, 
CONJURE HER, THAT WE MAY REMEMBER, 
ALWAYS REMEMBER. 


Again Black Ulysses with his twelve-string Laura 
and companion, seated on rough-hewn stool, sing- 
ing, talking, story-telling. Black Ulysses has never 
yet found the bottom of his bag of songs. 


YY 


LE songs say, ‘‘Sing an’ never tire.”’ Guess 
that’s me. Never thought much about sing- 

ing, jes’ naturally sing. Any number of songs, 
can’t count em. Take me till to-morrow night, an’ 
then couldn’t name ’em. One reason I comes back 
to camps and gangs is cause I’m mo’ freer to sing 
and move round and mix with boys. Never could 
be free in shows an’ dining camps an’ Pullman cars 
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an’ in big cities. Likes to go there; likes to come 
back. Done tried it Eas’ an’ Wes’, No’th an’ South 
but always come back to camp work for short time. 


Maybe I won’t stay long, maybe I move on to-mor- 
row, maybe I’ll go back to Pittsburg or St. Louis 
or Philadelphia. But I sho’ comin’ back. 


Don’t know which songs I likes best. Sometimes 
I likes one and sometimes I likes ’nuther. Mostly 
depends upon where I is an’ what circumstances 
be. If I be far ’way from home, lonesome songs 
best. When I was with army used to sing: 


If I had wings, had wings 
Lak po’ moanin’ dove, 
Id fly ’cross ocean, 

An’ light on girl I love. 


Well, when I gits back with crowd, plenty to eat an’ 
feelin’ good, I may like song sorter roughish. 


I feel my hell arisin’, 

Risin’ six feet a day. 

If it keep on risin’, 

Gonna wash this country away. 
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I know my honey gonna jump and shout, 
Jes’ soon as I wear those few days out. 
Gonna buy me pistol an’ barrel o’ balls, 
Gonna shoot my woman jes’ to see her fall. 


See my coffin come rollin’ in my do’, 

Hear my woman say she don’t want to see me 
no mo’. 

Gonna shoot my pistol in yo’ face, 

Lonesome graveyard gonna be yo’ restin’ place. 


’Scusin’ the Blues most songs work songs. Some 
*bout captain an’ camps an’ work I already told 
about. Later I tell you bout some jail house Blues. 
Others too many to count ’em. Some we like better 
than others. One mos’ popular diggin’ songs is 
“Mule on Mountain.” 


I got a mulie, 

Mulie on the mountain, call ’im Jerry. 
I got a mulie, 

Mulie on the mountain, call ’im Jerry. 
Ride ’im any time I want to, 
Lawd, Lawd, all day long. 


Lawd, this ole mountain, 
Mountain must be ha’nted. 
[274] 


I’m Gonna Buy Me Magnified Lantern 


My light goes out; 
Lawd, Lawd, my light goes out. 


Did you hear ’bout John Henry hammerin’ on 
mountain? Lawd, lawd, if I could hammer like 
John Henry, I’d be a man, Lawd, I’d be a man. 
That ole hammer killed John Henry, won’t kill me, 
Lawd, won’t kill me. Did I tell you ’bout my 
brother-in-law, killed hisself workin’ for white 
folks. Work kill him, won’t kill me, Lawd, won’t 
kill me. 


I’m gonna buy me, 

Buy me a magnified lantern. 
It won’t go out; 

Lawd, Lawd, won’t go out. 


I’m gonna buy me, 

Buy me Winchester rifle, 
Box o’ balls; 

Lawd, Lawd, box o’ balls. 


I’m gonna back my, 

Back myself in the mountains 
To play bad; 

Lawd, Lawd, to play bad. 
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Mike an’ Jerry 

Must be a gasoline burner ; 
Didnt stop here; 

Lawd, Lawd, didn’t stop here. 


Mike an’ Jerry 

Hiked from Rome to Decatur 
In one day; 

Lawd, Lawd, in one day. 


Didn't stop here, Lawd, 

To get no coal, neither water, 
Hiked on by; 

Lawd, Lawd, hiked on by. 


*Nuther fine song for working on rocks or bridges 
is one called “Shoot That Buffalo.” Plenty mo’ 
maybe jes’ as good, but this one [I likes. 


Went down to Raleigh, 
Never been there befo’; 
White folks on the feather-bed, 
Niggers on the flo’. 

Shoot that buffa-, 

Shoot that -lo, 

Shoot that buffalo. 
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Went down to low groun’ 
To gather up my corn, 
Raccoon sot the dogs on me, 
’Possum blowed his horn. 


Las’ year was a bad crop year, 
Eve’ybody knowed it. 

I didn’t make but a bushel o’ corn 
An’ some dam’ rascal stoled it. 


I had ole back-band, 

It was made out o’ leather; 
Kept me all the dog-gone time, 
Keepin’ it sewed together. 


Of course we can make work song out of all songs, 
Blues, religious speerchials, John Henry ballad, Po’ 
Lazarus, Travelin’ Man. But some mo’ work songs 
like when digging on hot dry day git to singing: 


Well, she ask me—whuk—in de parlor—whuk, 
An’ she cooled me—whuk—wid her fan— 


whuk, 

An’ she whispered—whuk—to her mother— 
whuk, 

“Mama, I love that—whuk—dark-eyed man 
—whuk.” 
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Well, I ask her—whuk—mother for her— 


whuk, 

An’ she said she—whuk—was too young— 
whuk, 

Lawd,I wish’d I—whuk—never had seen her, 
—whuk 


An’ I wish’d she—whuk—never been bo’n— 
whuk, 

Well, I led her—whuk—tio the altar—whuk, 

An’ de preacher—whuk—give his comman’— 


whuk, 

An’ she swore by—whuk—God that made her, 
—whuk 

That she never—whuk—love ’nuther man— 
whuk, 


Or maybe I be settin way up on side o’ building 
holdin’ on to scaffold or swingin’ ’gainst wall an’ I 


be singing: 


Lawd, I been fallin’, Lawd I been fallin’, 
Lawd, Lawd, from my place. 

Fo’ long, Lawd, yes ’fo’ long 

Ili be back here, Lawd, I’ll be back here. 


Did I tell ’bout that lovin’ babe o’ mine? 


Remem- 


ber that time we played like singin’ fools an’ eve’y- 


[278] 


I’m Gonna Buy Me Magnified Lantern 


body got so happy got to huggin’ one another, 
lawdy, lawd. One ole girl come huggin’ me an’ my 
sweet mama took banjo an’ broke it over her head, 
singin’ high stepper, Lawd, you shall be free. 


Bear cat, Lawd, turn to lion 
Down in Georgia. 

Look-a yonder, Lawd, Lawd, 
Down in Georgia. 


Ever see bear cat turn to lion, 
Down in Georgia? 
My ole bear cat, turn to lion, 
Lawd, Lawd, Lawd. 
Ever see a bear cat hug a lion, 
Down in Georgia? 


Best work songs sometimes ain’t much songs, jes’ 
little sayin’s and rhymes. “All right oh, Lord, let’s 
go, little mo’,” “No more, oh, Lord, no mo’ I’m 
through,” “Oh, Lord, I’m tired, I’m goin’, all right 
let’s go.”” Sometimes funny songs an’ sayin’s help 
us perk up work. 


He-i-hura, believe I will 
Take my pick, Lawd, over the hill. 
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I don’t know but believe I will 
Make my home in Jacksonville. 


Well, if I make it July an’ August 
Pil be man, Lawd, I'll be a man. 


Maybe we be workin’ hard in hot July sun an’ we 
git to thinkin’ ’bout cold winter—help us keep cool 
—or maybe we be workin’ in ice an’ sleet an’ cold, 
So we sings "bout hot weather. 


Oh, nex’ winter be so cold 
Fire can’t warm you; 
Lawd, fire can’t warm you. 
Oh, nex’ summer be so hot 
Fan can’t cool you; 

Lawd, fan can’t cool you. 
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NEVER LOOK BACK BLOODHOUND ON MY 
TRACK 


Bi UxtyssEs self-proclaimed lucky man, 
escaping white man punishment for much of 
his badness. Arrested less frequently than many of 
his comrades, yet occasionally caught up in the 
meshes of the Law. Chain gang songs and jail 
house Blues then become natural acquisitions to his 
long list of wanderer’s songs. For a time, holding 
fellowship with Negro offenders in thousandfold 
throughout the Southern area. In local jails, 
county chain gangs, state and federal prisons— 


ALL BOUND IN PRISON, ALL BOUND IN JAIL, 

COLD IRON BARS AROUND ME, NO ONE TO PAY 
MY BAIL. 

SO FAR AWAY, SETTIN’ IN JAIL, 

AIN’T GOT NO MONEY TO PAY MY BAIL, 

TELL MY MOMMER I’LL BE HOME SOME DAY. 

PO’ BOY, IN JAIL SO FAR AWAY. 


Chain gang scenes. Work on roads and bridges and 
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quarries. Living in camps and cages. Stripes and 
chains, guards and guns, sometimes cruelty and 
hardships, sickness and death. 


Black Ulysses estimates that he is in for a minor 
offense and while maintaining his usual easy-going 
ways and cunning, nevertheless complains of his lot 
and plans to change it for the better. How? Well, 
no matter how, just so it comes out all right. What 
was he in for? 


I WENT DOWN TO NIGGER CRAP GAME, 
REALLY WAS AGAINST MY WILL; 

LOSE EVE’ THING I HAD BUT BRAN’ NEW DOLLAR 

BILL. 

WELL, A FIVE-DOLLAR BET WAS LYIN’ ON FLO’, 
AN’ THE NIGGER’S POINT WAS NINE 

WHEN THE COPS COME IN—WELL, I GOT MINE 
WITH BALLS AN’ CHAINS ALL ROUND MY LEGS. 


I GOT MINE, BOYS, I GOT MINE. 

WHEN THEY BROUGHT THEM CHAINS AROUND 
HOW THEM NIGGERS’ EYES DID SHINE. 

SOME 0’ THEM GOT SIX LONG MONTHS, 

SOME 0’ THEM PAID THEIR FINE. 

WITH BALLS AN’ CHAIN I GOT MINE. 


SY 
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Y OWN BABY DOLL;—I will to-night try 
and get you a letter out to you to let you 
know that I have been talking to the night watch- 
man and he told me that if you would bring some 
whisky out here late at night between 11 and 12 
he will give it to me now listen Baby Doll he is and 
Old man but he is as crazy about women and 
whisky as he can be now what I want you to do is 
this get Some coloral that is stuff to Put in whisky 
to Put the old man to Sleep and then you can come 
and give me Something to cut out of here with or 
you can get him to go back with you to the car 
when you come Park the car on the road and walk 
up here and ask him to let you See me and if he will 
you can Slip me Some Hack Saw Blades in and if 
he goes to the car with you Keep him for about 30 
minutes and we can make it in that time if you give 
him Some Dope in his whisky to Put him to Sleep 
that is the best way you can wait on the road 
Somewhere nere the camp for me when I get Some- 
thing to go out with So do as I ask you and Play 
the old man and I will be with you before very long 
So try this way one time for me and See what you 
can do you might have to make a couple of trips 
out here to do what you want to do and I have got 
to Stop to git this to you I am Sending you all of 

my Love and Kisses I am as ever 

your Same Loving Daddy. 
[285 | 


Rainbow Round My Shoulder 


=) 


DEAR SIR. YOUR HONOR: please in Regards to the 
way us Road prisoners are treated in Jewell Coun- 
ty, Camp No 1 Camp No 2. Mr. Jehn is on camp 
No. 1 and Capt. Bovin on camp No 2. these are the 
magr. up 4 o’clock in the morning have Breakfast 
4-30 and then we are to go... and not aloud 

. again all day or night till the next morning at 
5 o’clock it makes no differance and O god you no 
we half to oftener than that. they make us take 
saults and . . . O please your honor we trust in 
you that we are prisnors but you can stop ther afull 
things going on that there capting are doing. If we 
any of us are real sick and in nead of a doctor. the 
captain will say: die you dam dog and prove it. and 
in the morning he will line us all up and pull out a 
long pice of luther harness trace and say. houlding 
it up to each and every one of us in line. do you 
smell this, you dam dogs, then he will order 5 or 6 
of the Bigest men on the gan to hould you over a 
stump and almost cut your wind of so you cant 
scream. then he will lick us with our Pants down till 
the Blood comes as a rool we get 50 to 75 licks. then 
on the Road at work he will take a Club sout of a 
tree or any thing he can get his hands on and with 
any morning he will nock you flat or kick you 
down. please your honor you can believe this or 
not, But i can prove this to any one if you wish to 
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inspect this matter. James is the main and he put 
a sturtee in the camp for a cook. he was a boot 
leger on that account caption James is drunk over 
half of his time. he is lighter on one of that Kind 
then any other I trust to god I am telling you the 
soldun truth and if you will look in to the matter 
you will find it true. so for god sakes please help 
us in the one respect. thanking you your honor for 
this opportunity of getting letter to you. 
truly yours. 


All my dirt I ever done I been lucky to git off. 
Little head work an’ nerve git me out o’ trouble 
many atime. Howsomever I did git caught up few 
times. One time I was gamblin’ an’ the Law come 
in. Boys blowed out lights, some run outdoors, 
one nigger snapped thirty-eight in officer’s face. 
Some boys get away, jumpin’ out windows. One 
fellow carried sash with him an’ Law caught him. 
They caught me an’ I didn’t have no money to pay 
my fine an’ so judge sentence me six months on 
chain gang. 


Well, on Monday I was ’rested; 
Well, on Tuesday, Tuesday they had my trial; 
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Well, on Wednesday, Wednesday I was sen- 
tenced; 

Well, on Thursday, Thursday, I was chain 
gang bound. 


Dow t you talk about it, ’bout it, 
Do Ill cry, do Pll cry, 

Well, don’t you talk about it, 
Well, if you do I'll cry, baby. 


Well, I’m goin’ down, down to Raleigh, 
Lawd, I’m gonna fall down on my knees, 
I’m gonna ask governor to pardon me, 
Pardon me, pardon me if he please. 


Well, governor said no pardon, no pardon for 
you, 

You sho’ly got to bill yo’ time, 

Because you haven't got no hundred dollars, 

Only jes’ ninety-nine. 


Well, I had hard time same as any other feller in 


Had to work very hard. 


Sometime I would be so sick I felt like I could 


hardly hold up my head but I had to keep on work- 


ing. Sometimes be so hot monkey sho’ walkin’ 
‘round to make white eye git you. But we had to 
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keep on. Maybe cuttin’ new road, big rocks to 
move. Strain muscles an’ work a fellow down in 
less’n ten years. Sometime I say to road boss that 
I am sick. 

“Well, damit, die an’ prove it,” he would say. 
“Well, Cap’n, jes’ let me rest little bit.” 

“Well, if you’d paid yo’ fine you wouldn’t be here. 
Jedge didn’t show you no mercy, I can’t give you 
none. Plow up the gravel, boys, dig up the rocks. 
Ain’t no need to hurry, got six long months.” 


Lived in shack ’bout ten or fifteen men in same 
room, two or three bunk high for sleepin’. Some- 
times all on both sides of room, chain goin’ down 
middle. All of us tied to chain, chain tied to one 
fellow. Beds made out crocus sacks full o’ straw, 
never made up. Rainy day boys work little while, 
come in all muddy an’ wet and flop down an’ go to 
sleep, sleep till nex’ mornin’. Sometimes on road 
we sleep in box car cage crowded up same as shacks. 
Don’t know how I got ‘long. Don’t remember 
much ’bout it. Always thinkin’ bout sumpin’ else, 
goin’ somewhere, my baby, an’ jes’ takin’ things as 
they come. Sometimes I feel silent an’ sullen, 
sometimes I joins in with other boys. Chain gang 
ain’t no place for mo’ freer spirited man like me. 
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Standin’ on the road side 

Waitin’ for the ball an’ chain, 

Say, if I was not all shackled down, 
I'd ketch that west-bound train. 
Standin’ on rock pile 

With hammer in my hand, 

Lawd, standin’ on rock pile, 

Serve my captain in no man’s land. 
Lawd,I got the chain gang Blues. 


Mos’ fellers in chain gang mo’ ignorant kind, maybe 
nearly all can’t read an’ write, don’t think ’bout 
nothin’ but eatin’ an’ sleepin’ an’ drinkin’ an’ gam- 
blin’ an’ women. ’Bout half of Negroes in chain 
gang loafers an’ travelers never had no family. 
Mos’ boys in fer ’bout six months an’ git in fer all 
sorts meanness, maybe most of ’em for gamblin’, 
shootin’, stealin’ an’ sellin’ whisky. Don’t put ’em 
in long fer foolin’ with women like they do white 
folks, but put nigger in mo’ longer than white man 
fer sellin’ whisky. 


Not all colored folks in chain gang ignorant sort. 

One buddy I stayed with there was keen feller 

with his readin’ an’ writin’, an’ captain use him to 

help make reports an’ write letters. This buddy 
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was travelin’ man too, had sisters in Jacksonville, 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh and New York. 
This buddy got in fer robbin’ store. One time he 
was livin’ high. He give one woman Victrola, 
*nuther one silk dress, ’nuther one gold watch, then 
he bought second-hand Cadillac an’ went ridin’ 
round raisin’ hell. So one night he puts red ban- 
danner handkerchief over his face an’ takes thirty- 
eight ortermatic and takes big roll bills from white 
man. Don’t take ’em long to ketch him, an’ they 
find he been forgin’ checks too. So they sends him 
up for three years. 


Good-God-a-mighty, ’tain’t bad as I said— 
Three square meals an’ a bunk fer a bed. 


I knowed some jail an’ chain gang buddies didn’t 
seem to mind. Seen one feller been in mo’ ’n fohty 
times. Always gittin’ in trouble. No sooner is he 
out than he be up to some new devilment. Home 
folks say they glad to git rid of him, an’ some folks 
think he gits in jail or chain gang ruther’n look 
fer job. 


Corn pone, fat meat 
All I gits to eat, 


Better’n I has at home. 
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Bunk for a bed, 
Straw under my head, 
Better’n I gits at home. 


Rings on my arms, 
Bracelets on my feet, 
Stronger’n I has at home! 


Baby, baby, let me be 
Chain gang’s good enough fer me, 
Better’n I gits at home. 


I already told ’bout camp life. Well chain gang 
heap like road camps, jes’ ain’t free to git away an’ 
do nothin’. So we makes best of it an’ pokes fun 
an’ jorees same as anywhere else. 


Rabbit in the briar patch, 
Squirrel in the tree, 

Wish I could go huntin’, 
But I ain’t free. 


Rooster’s in the hen house, 
Hen’s in the patch, 
Love to go shootin’, 
But I ain’t free. 
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Ole woman in kitchen, 
Sweetie hangin’ ’round, 
’Nuther man gonna git her, 
I sho’ be bound. 


Dig in the road band, 
Dig in the ditch, 
Chain gang got me 
An’ boss got switch. 


Well, keep mighty close watch on you in gang. Ole 
bloodhounds all round, guards got guns, an’ women 
come to see you but ain’t free, Lawd, ain’t free. 
Notwithstandin’ seems like ruther be in chain gang 
than in jail wid back turned to wall. 


The jail’s on fire, Lawd, 

The stockade’s burnin’ down. 

Well, they ain’t got nowhere, 

Lawd, to put the prisoners now. 

Taken prisoners out o’ jail, Lawd, 

Carried ’em to county road. 

Say, I ruther be in chain gang 

Than be in jail all time. 

Say, jailer keep you bound down, 

Lawd, say jailer dog you roun’. 

Says if I had my way wid jailer, 
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I'd take an’ lock him in cell; 

I'd take key an’ tie it on do’, 

An’ go long way from here, Lawd, Lawd. 
Says jail keeper tole me, Lawd, 
Gonna help me get back home. 
When time come to be tried, 

Jail keeper lied on me. 

I told my mother not to worry at all, 
Lawd, not to worry at all. 

Lawd, goin’ to road, mama, 

Tryin to make good time. 

Mama she cried all night long, 

Oh, mama, she cried all night long. 
Well, she wiped her tears off, 

Say, son, she won't cry no more. 
Mama come to the road, Lawd, 

See her son on the gang. 

I tole her not to bother, 

Lawd, ’cause I got short time. 


Well, like I said, all my dirt I ever done I got off 
easy from. Still I been in jail sometimes and like I 
was tellin’ bout got thirty days once for gamblin’ 
an’ thirty for stealin’ an’ tryin’ to road hustle my 
way, an’ thirty for ridin’ on railroad. Would git 


me sometimes. 
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Good-God-a-mighty, what’s a feller gonna do 
When ole black Mariar come a-sailin’ after you? 
Good-God-a-mighty, my feet’s got wings 

Can take this ole body like she’s on iled springs. 
Good-God-a-mighty, she’s right round corner 
Sho’s you bo’n this nigger’s a goner. 
Good-God-a-mighty, ’tain’t bad as I said— 
Three square meals an’ bunk for bed. 
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XXI 


OH, LORD, WHITE MAN, WHAT HAVE I 
DONE? 


XXI 


OH, LORD, WHITE MAN, WHAT HAVE I 
DONE? 


Bz ULyssEs, a brown black man, mixed up 
in a white man’s civilization, wandering in a 
black man’s world. Though he travel the world 
over, to the white man he is a Negro or a number. 
A part of all that he had met, yet apart from it. 
Builder of roads and cities, dependent upon the 
white man, the white man dependent upon him— 
work and pay, community and justice, opportunity 
and outlook. The old Southern order, now no more. 
The new Southern order, of great variation. North 
Carolina as different from Mississippi as Pennsyl- 
vania is from Virginia. Transition and struggle. 
After the war migration and changing status of 
the Negro North and South. New centers in the 
cities of the Middle West and East. New oppor- 
tunities and new disappointments. Ulysses wan- 
dering, emblematic of the American Negro in the 
first quarter of the twentieth century. A moving 
race significant for the Negro, for the white man, 
for the South, for the North, for the nation. Prog- 
[299] 


Rainbow Round My Shoulder 


ress in difficult situations. “Solution” impossible. 
Quests for successful adjustment and readjustment. 
Good white folks, good Negroes, bad white folks, 
bad Negroes. How about it, Black Ulysses? How 
have you fared? What is your verdict? 


GOOD-GOD-A-MIGHTY, WHAT YOU GONNA Do? 
NEGRO HAS HARD TIME, WHITE MAN, TOO? 


What sort of “mixtry” of Negro world and white 

world, Black Ulysses? How about scenes of Con- 

garee sketches of E.C. L. Adams? A group of Ne- 

groes gathered around the fire in front of Judy 

House. Good old Scip, the faithful, appears. 

“Gentlemens!” 

“How do, Scip?” 

“Sorter slow.” 

“Ts you well?” 

“Middlin’. Is you hear de news?” 

“We ain’ hear no news, tell us, brother.’ 

“Well, de Law got Simon!” 

“Who got Simon?” 

“De Law got him.” 

“How come, wha’ he do?” 

“Kilt a white ’ooman.” 

“How come he kilt a white ’ooman?” 

“I ain't know, an’ if I know I ain’ say. All I say, 
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Simon kilt a white ’ooman, and de Law got him. I 
see him ’an he face twis’ an’ swell up, an’ he eye 
red, an’ he ain’ say nothin’ an’ de Law got him. He 
ain’ say nothin’ kaze he heart black an’ he mine 
white, an’ de Law got Simon.” 

“Have mercy!” 

“Dey ain’ no mercy!” 

“Aim I tell you de Law got Simon?” 

“Simon ain’ nothin’. He ain’ a bird dog an’ he ain’ 
houn’. He ain’ nothin’.”’ 

“How come Simon ain’ nothin’ ?” 

“Simon daddy white, Simon’ mammy black, Simon 
ain’ nothin’. He got a nigger heart and a white 
man head, an’ dat’s a mighty poor mixtry.” 
“What Simon head say Simon heart ain’ know, an’ 
what Simon heart say Simon head tangle up. He 
ain’ white an’ he ain’ black, an’ he ain't nothin’. 
White man spiles de nigger in im an’ nigger spiles 
de white man. He bo’n tangle’ up an’ he gur die 
tangle’ up, an’ all I can say is, God forgive he 
daddy an’ God love he mammy an God have 
mercy on Simon. He ain’ nigger, an’ he ain’ white, 
an’ he ain’ nothin’. He bo’n tangle’ up.” 

“Well, all I says is, de Law got Simon!” 


SY 
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ELL, wherever I be, in gang, on road, hustlin’ 

sport, or road hustlin’ or workin’ in all sorts 
an’ kinds of places and jobs, I’m always comin’ up 
’gainst white folks an’ white folks coming up 
against me. Like I said, I can mos’ generally take 
keer o’ myself and mos’ generally I tries to please 
white folks when I can. I considers that my bes’ 
duty an’ leastwise that’s bes’ way I can git along. 
Like I says, though, when I gits blues an’ can’t be 
satisfied an’ wants my lovin’ baby an’ can’t git sat- 
isfied here an’ nowhere I go, I gits in outdashiones’ 
mind, an’ cusses white man an’ eve’ybody else. 


Sometimes I jes’ will look for trouble an’ don’t 
know why. Used to be on road an’ workin’ an’ 
would sing down that lonesome road, 


Eve’y mail day I gits letter, 

Sayin’, Son, come home. 

Well, I can’t read it, now for cryin’, 
Tears run down, Lawd, tears run down. 


Now I’m mo’ likely to feel my hell a-risin’, can’t 
weep, can’t moan, got blues, too dam’ mean to cry. 


Me’n my buddy an’ two-three mo’, 
Gonna raise hell round pay-car do’, 
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Gonna raise hell ’round pay-car do’, 
Pay-car do’, Lawd, pay-car do’. 


Sometimes when I’m walkin’ about an’ travelin’ 
things go runnin’ in my mind in all sorts an’ kinds 
o’ ways. I wish to God I had million dollars. I’d 
buy all railroad trains an’ make white man engineer 
an’ conductor ride me up an’ down. Ain’t gonna 
let no white folks ride on ’em. Gonna set ra’red 
back an’ ride them cushions an’ eat my vittles. 
Ain’t nobody’s bizness but my own. Gonna buy 
me ten suits clothes, ain’t gonna have no ’stalment 
payin’, gonna have white boy carry suitcase full 
o’ money. 


I’m gonna work for white folks ’cause that’s my 
duty, leastwise that’s onliest way to git "long. But 
I ain’t goin’ crazy on no one job an’ all white folks 
pass un’er same gourd vine to me. Can’t keep me 
down. I had sister married feller, good worker an’ 
work hard all time. Mo’ work he do, mo’ white 
folks make him do, an’ he jes’ cain’t keep up. Had 
seven chilluns, an’ he stayed home tryin’ to make 
good home. Was workin’ extra time on lawn an’ 
settin’ out trees an’ got wet an’ died. Ain’t gonna 
ketch me settin’ down dyin’ for no white man. I’m 
on my way, row here few days then I'll be gone. 
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When they gots old, old an’ gray, 
White folks looks like monkeys, 
When they gots old, old an’ gray. 


I ain’t gonna be no black leaf blowed about by 
white man’s breath in some dam’ fence corner. I’m 
gonna blow myself. I’m gonna work for white 
man on job some, and some I ain’t. I’m gonna 
go sliding an’ highsteppin’ with my winnin’ ways, 
an’ my money an’ my Laura. Sometimes I can’t 
do nothin’ but go starin’ at darkness an’ mutterin’ 
to myself, ’cause can’t get away from the Law, an’ 
white man sho’ got drop on me. Likewise colored 
folks makes hard times for white folks, leastwise 
I seen some 0’ ’em do it. 


One night I was comin’ in city from outside near 
Decatur line down in Atlanta an’ got on car. I 
paid conductor an’ went back an’ set down in back 
of car. I been travelin’ an’ was tired an’ sick. So 
I sets down an’ starts to sleep an’ "bout that time 
I was powerful sick. So conductor comes back an’ 
cusses me an’ tells me to git off the car ’cause he 
ain’t gonna have no mo’ dam’ drunk niggers on his 
car. Well, I sho’ wasn’t drinkin’ none an’ so I don’t 
say nothin’ an’ he cusses me again an’ calls me 
impudent son of a gun. So I says, “Cap’n, I ain’t 
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drunk, jes’ sick.”” Then he cusses me again an’ says 
he’ll put me off an’ knock hell out o’ me for dis- 
putin’ his word. 


’*Bout that time white man gits on car an’ asks 
conductor what’s matter an’ conductor tells him 
lot o’ niggers been gittin’ on car every night an’ 
pukin’ all over flo’ an’ he can’t stand it no longer. 
White man tells him to go slow an’ do right thing 
*bout it an’ shows him I ain’t drunk. White man 
sorter skeer up conductor an’ cuss him little too. 
Still I understands conductor better’n I did befo’ 
an’ I sees what hard time he has. White folks an’ 
better class colored folks, too, been complainin’ to 
him ’bout rowdiness on his line. Still I always 
havin’ hard times with white folks an’ seem like 
ain’t no way to please ’em. 


I told *bout some captains on road gangs and 
chain gangs. Some mighty mean white men, some 
good ones. Some white friends always helpin’ me 
when I’m in need or maybe in trouble, maybe ’bout 
a thousand, can’t count ’em. But heap others treat 
me worse’n a dog, take my money, beat me out of 
eve’ything I got, an’ don’t act civilized. Like I said 
some white folks principled up like this, colored 
man is jes’ somethin’ out there to work, ain’t 
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nothin’ else. One time mob o’ folks caught me an’ 
*bout to string me up ’cause I look like feller they 
was huntin’. White man come long again an’ save 
me. One time I seed white man take ’way colored 
man’s farm an’ skeered him clean out o’ country. 
I seen ’em in Mississippi beat up colored school- 
teacher ’cause he tryin’ to do best he could an’ he 
been good man all time, too. Like I told you bout 
camp bosses, I don’t bother ’em none, but I don’t 
stand too much foolishness, either. 


Can’t always help self. One time I been workin’ 
round and hadn’t been back home for long time an’ 
so I saved me up some money an’ decided to go 
back home. Well, was hard times an’ I was all 
dressed up. So white folks told me I have to git 
out o’ there or git work clothes an’ go to work. 
Still an’ all wa’n’t no work they could give, folks 
all idle an’ near bout hungry. So I looks at matter 
sometime kinder reckless like, then again I see 
funny side, then sometime I try to be sorry for 
white man an’ do best I can. 


One time I felt sorry for fine ole white gentleman. 

Was good man, eve’ybody both colored an’ white 

respect him an’ was good to colored folks. So he 

broke his leg one day an’ was laid up an’ got be- 
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hind with his work. So he hired colored fellow 
come by askin’ for work an’ told him to go layin’ 
off rows for plantin’ corn. Fellow went out there, 
didn’t pay no ’tention to work, plowin’ rows all 
crooked. White man say to him sort o’ kind-like, 
he better take little mo’ pains. This nigger don’t 
do nothin’ but turn round an’ cuss white man fo’ 
ways an’ Sunday an’ say if he don’t like way he 
works he knock his dam’ block off. White man jes’ 
walk off. He got to do that ’cause if don’t, nigger 
hit him, an’ white folks in community kill nigger 
an’ he don’t want nothin’ like that, an’ he don’t 
want hurt nobody. 


Heap white men, howsomever, jes’ bad as nigger 
I’m tellin’ bout. I seen white man one time knock 
po’ colored fellow down with fists. Fellow got up, 
skeered to open his mouth an’ white man knock 
him down again ’cause he looks sullen an’ insolent. 
Fellow gits up an’ says politely, “Boss, I ain’t done 
nothin’,” an’ white man knocks him down again 
’cause he ’sputes his word. I seen ’nuther white 
man keepin’ sto’ sell automobile to colored fellow, 
’suaded him he ought to have one an’ took his 
money. Brother to this white man, ole time farmer 
out in country, shoots at colored fellow for drivin’ 
on Sunday like he’s stuck up. Like I was sayin’ 
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’hout that time I ain’t stayin’ long ’round that 
sawmill where I been workin’. Colored folks got 
signs an’ symbols ’bout Georgia mo’ ’n they has 
’bout any other state. 


Mos’ generally I knows how to git on with white 
folks. Like I was sayin’, I can be funny and cheer- 
ful an’ sing an’ holler an’ mos’ folks seem to think 
heap of me. Sometimes I guess I’m regular white 
folks’ nigger ’scusin’ when I’m drinkin’ or feel my 
hell a-risin’. I been considerable feller in my day 
an’ worked with heap o’ white folks, take me till 
to-morrow night to name ’em. Started out an’ trav- 
elin’ man mighty good to me, then cap’n in Missouri 
took likin’ to me. Then I worked for Mayor of 


town an’ help him an’ family an’ he was good to 
me. 


Folks in Western States treat me pretty good, 
but don’t treat me extra good neither extra bad. 
Cap’ns on boats, on trains, in mines, in factories, in 
camps, seem lak mo’ ’n thousand I been workin’ for 
all sorts an’ all kinds. 


One time when I was porter for little while I for- 

got something white man wanted me to do. Started 

up in Chicago, an’ nex’ day comin’ through Texas 
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he come trompin’ through car where white men an’ 
ladies sittin’ an’ give me cussin’ out, sayin’ down 
South they don’t "low no dam’ niggers to do as 
please. I don’t say nothin’ but wanted to knock his 
dam’ block off, an’ I see folks in car look same 
way. 


One time I was helpin’ lady off car, an’ she lost 
something. I was tryin’ to help her find it an’ so 
was talkin’ to her. Crowd o’ roughnecks come up 
an’ say they don’t ‘low no niggers to talk to white 
ladies an’ threaten to beat me up. ’Bout that time 
train start an’ I told them to go to the devil. Good 
thing train was movin’, ’cause sho’ would ’a’ been 
trouble. Still I thinks my duty to please white 
folks. Mos’ generally I does. If I can’t please ’em 
I can get on road an’ be leavin’ here. Mo’ easier 
way to git long sometimes. 


Howsomever, most times I goes my way an’ lets 
white man go his ’scusin’ when I work an’ when 
pay-day come. They don’t know nothin’ ’bout me. 
I don’t keer nothin’ ’bout them. White man igno- 
rant ’bout colored folks. Don’t know nothin’. We 
talk polite to his face, sometimes laugh behind his 
back. Ain’t nothin’ else to do. 
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“Good morning, Mr. Epting, your hair jes’ kinky 
as mine, 

Good morning, Mr. Epting, you belong to the K. 
K. kind. 

Well, if whisky don’t kill me cocaine must, 

Show me a woman you can trust. 

Good morning, Mr. Epting, your hair jes’ kinky as 
mine. 


Things sho’ mixed up in this world. But I ain’t 
bother yet, I ain’t bother yet. White folks an’ 
colored folks sho’ mixed up. Can’t talk "bout it. 
Nothin’ to do ’bout it, goddam. Ain’t gonna ketch 
me foolin’ with how to fix up troubles. 


Well, it makes no difference how you make out 
yo’ time, 
White man sho’ bring nigger out behin’. 


Nigger and white man playin’ seven-up. 
Nigger win the money, skeered to pick’em up. 


Well, gimme my money an’ let me go. Some 0’ 

these mornin’s won’t be long, captain gonna call 

me, I’ll be gone. Law got Simon, Law got Judy, 

Law got po’ Lazarus. Won’t git me. I’m white 

man’s nigger now. When I’m in Rome I’m Roman. 
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White man, white man, what have I done? 
Oh, Lord, white man, what have I done? 
Well, it ain’t no use to worry, 

Aw it aint no use to whine, 

But when you think I’m laughin’, 

Laughin’ to keep from cryin’. 
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I GOT RAINBOW TIED ROUND MY 
SHOULDER 


EVE’ YWHERE I LOOK, LOOK THIS MORNIN’, 
LOOKS LIKE RAIN, LAWD, LOOKS LIKE RAIN. 
I GOT RAINBOW TIED ROUND MY SHOULDER; 
AIN’T GONNA RAIN, LAWD, AIN’T GONNA RAIN. 


A™ so Black Ulysses, veteran in Iliad, young in 
. years, goes on singing and living his story. 
Loafing, working, road hustlin’, and wandering to 
and fro over the face of the earth. Timeless and 
spaceless, a part of the nation and apart from it, 
wondering what it is all about. 


For this Black Ulysses, singer of black laughter and 
black tears, has sampled a continent as others have 
sojourned in counties, ransacking his utmost world 
on the swelling urge and quest for food, adventure 
and love. Reflected in his life and wanderings 
through forty states of the Union and brief adven- 
tures in Canada, Mexico and across the waters is 
the story of his childhood and home, his play and 
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his work, his school and his church, his loves and 
his fights, his fears and repressions, his struggles 
and aspirations, his humor and pathos, his sickness 
and health, his rights and his property, his culture 
and mentality, and withal his black and his white 
neighbors. 


Thus the chronicles of Black Ulysses Singing tell 
such a story of folk backgrounds and folk urge, 
of picaresque tension, of regional culture and con- 
tacts, and of a hidden cross-section of American 
civilization as has not hitherto been told in the 
loose-woven epic of any man. From this tougher 
fabric, representative yet of only the observer’s art, 
must come still the more sensitive and creative fic- 
tion true to and worthy of the innermost life and 
character of Black Ulysses and other physical and 
spiritual adventurers like him. For this man, an 
actual type, has already survived, not ten wander- 
ing years alone, like Ulysses of old, but two dec- 
ades of marvelous changing works and days. He 
is a part of all that he has met ; but also in him have 
met from other days the organic forces and essence 
of life as eternal as the folk-soul in the making. 


Like the ancient Ulysses, this man’s sufferings have 
not been small, although not in war and waves, but 
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rather in stress and struggle. And, like the older 
Ulysses, he may be accorded the generous verdict 
of Philetius who, touched exceedingly with imag- 
ination of the great worth of the beggarly Ulysses, 
exclaims: “My brows have sweat to see the in- 
juries which you have received, and my eyes have 
broken forth in tears, when I have only thought 
that such being oftentimes the lot of worthiest men, 
to this plight Ulysses may be reduced, and that he 
now may wander from place to place as you do; 
for such who are compelled by need to range here 
and there, and have no firm home to fix their feet 
upon, God keeps them in this earth, as under water ; 
so are they kept down and depressed. And a dark 
thread is sometimes spun in the fates of kings.” 


As in the ancient story, the bare likening of the 
much-traveled beggar to Ulysses roused a tumul- 
tuous concourse to such a laughter as would never 
stop, yet was succeeded with certain fears and mis- 
givings, so now let the story of this Negro wanderer 
tempt us only to such foolish joys as may enable 
us to understand better the heritage, vicissitudes 
and annals of a black man who has traveled farther 
and longer than Ulysses but who still comes singing. 


— 
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IKE I said, I jes’ can’t be satisfied. I’m leavin’ 
L here walkin’ an’ talkin’ to myself an’ I won’t 
be satisfied here an’ nowhere I go. I been thinkin’ 
’bout po’ Lazarus, an’ my heart done struck sorry, 
an’ tears come runnin’ down like drops o’ rain. Did 
you hear "bout Po’ Lazarus? 


Oh, bad man Lazarus, 
Lawd, bad man Lazarus, 
He broke in de commissary ; 
Lawd, he broke in de commissary. 
He been paid off. 
Commissary man jump out window, 
Startin’ an’ fall. 
Commissary man swore out warrant for Lazarus. 
O Lawd, bring Lazarus back. 
They began to wonder 
Where Lazarus was gone. 
Where in the world 
Will they find him? 
Well, I dow t know; 
Lawd, I don’t know. 
Well, sheriff spied po’ Lazarus 
"Way between Bald Mountain. 
They blowed him down; 
Lawd, they blowed him down. 
They shot po’ Lazarus 
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With great big number ; 
Lawd,great big fohty-five 
Turned him round. 

They brought po’ Lazarus 
Back to shanty; 

Brought him to number nine. 
Ole friend Lazarus say, 

Give me cool drink o’ water 
Befo’ I die; 

Give me cool drink o’ water. 
Lazarus mother say, 

Nobody know the trouble I had 
Wid po’ Lazarus. 

At half pas’ nine 

Me an’ my buddy 

We goin’ over to bury him. 
Lazarus mother say, 

Look over yonder 

How dey treatin’ po’ Lazarus. 
They puttin’ him ’way, Lawd, 
At half pas’ nine. 


Good Lawd, I can’t be satisfied. If I been 
back here mo’ ’n twenty times, maybe I’ll come 
back twenty mo’ an’ maybe I won’t. I don’t 
stay no place mo’ ’n three weeks, leastwise never 
mo’ ’n fo’. 
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I’m gittin’ out o’ here now for Philadelphia see does 
my baby know right from wrong. 


O Lawd, if I feel to-morrow 

Like I feel to-day, 

Good God, gonna pack my suitcase, 
Lawd, an’ walk away. 


Did you hear "bout po’ Lazarus? Po’ ole boy jes’ 
ain’t treated right. Shoot po’ Lazarus, can’t shoot 
me. Did you hear ’bout po’ Lazarus? 


Cap’n told high sheriff, 

Go an’ bring me Lazarus, 
Bring him dead or alive, 
Lawd, bring him dead or alive. 


Well, eve’ybody wonder 

Where in world would they find him, 
Then I dowt know, 

Captain, I don’t know. 


Lazarus told high sheriff, 
He had never been rested 
By no one man, 

Lawd, by no one man. 
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Then they found po’ Lazarus 
In between two mountains, 
Wid his head hung down, 
Lawd, wid his head hung down. 


Good God, I can’t be satisfied. I got de ’fo’-day 
Blues, can’t keep ’em off my mind; got railroad 
Blues, ain’t got no fare. 


Goin’ way, honey, worry you off my mind. 
When you think I’m lovin’ you, I’m leavin’ 
you behin’. 


Now eve’ytime I go round mountain, 
My light goes out, 

Gonna buy me magnified lantern. 

It won’t go out, Lawd, it won’t go out. 


Eve’ywhere I look this, look this mornin’, 
Looks like rain, Lawd, looks like rain. 

I got rainbow tied ’round my shoulder ; 
Ain't gonna rain, Lawd, ain’t gonna rain. 


Well, did you hear ’bout po’ Lazarus an’ po’ Simon, 
too. 


Well, Law git Simon, won’t git me. 
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Then Lazarus told high sheriff 

Please turn me over on my wounded side, 
On my wounded side, 

Lawd, on my wounded side. 


Lazarus told high sheriff, 
Please give me drink o’ water, 
Jes’ befo’ I die, 

Lawd, jes’ befo’ I die. 


Wish to God I had million dollars. Buy that ole 
Seaboard Airline Railroad, Southern, too. Gonna 
ride any time I want to, gonna ride them cushions 
to the promised land. Gonna go to Philadelphia 
see if my baby knows right from wrong. Did you 
hear ’bout po’ Lazarus? 


Lazarus’ mother never laid down, 

Lawd, never laid down her sewin’, 

When she heard he was dead; 

Buddy, buddy, when she heard he was dead. 


I’m leavin’ here walkin’ an’ talkin’ to myself; Lawd, 

won’t be satisfied here an’ nowhere I go. I feel like 

train, mama, ain’t got no drivin’ wheel. Lawd, I’m 

worried now, won’t be worried long. I’m goin’ 

’way to rid trouble off my mind. Lay my head on 
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some ole railroad iron. Got po’ Lazarus, won’t git 
me. Eve’ybody been down on me eve’y since I lef’ 
my mother’s home. Good God, gonna git me black 
cat bones an’ meet you in goddam. 


Done sold my soul, 

Done sold it to the devil, 

An’ my heart’s done turned back to stone. 
I’m goin’ back home 

An’ knock on my mama’s do’. 

No sign I’m dead, 

Jes’ ain't coming back here no more. 


THE END 
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